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Abstract 
 
Critical Paradigm Theory: A Deconstruction of the Dominant Discourse 
Shaping Public Education in America 
 
by 
 
Kevin Froner 
 
 
The purpose of this study was to deconstruct the dominant discourses shaping public 
education in America. To understand the ontological and genealogical roots of public education, 
the researcher developed a framework referred to as Critical Paradigm Theory (CPT) to examine 
the current education paradigm.  Longitudinal data was collected from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) with an analysis of the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), and the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP).   
Additional analysis was performed applying critical paradigm theory to a range of key 
historical and genealogical artifacts, with a discursive examination of the A Nation at Risk: The 
Imperative for Educational Reform report.  A deconstruction of the more prominent discourses 
shaping public education shows that the current narrative is vulnerable to interrogation, exposing 
the myths which have coalesced and now influence education policy and theory.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction, Context, and Research Overview 
LET us go then, you and I,  
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherized upon a table;  
Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets, 
The muttering retreats 
Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels  
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:  
Streets that follow like a tedious argument  
Of insidious intent  
To lead you to an overwhelming question…. 
Oh, do not ask, “What is it?”  
Let us go and make our visit.  
 
         -T.S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 
 
Introduction 
When the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded 73 seconds into its launch on January 28, 
1986, booster rocket engineer Bob Ebeling looked on from the Morton Thiokol headquarters in 
Brigham City, Utah. During his drive to the aerospace company’s office, Ebeling had turned to 
his daughter Leslie, who was joining him for the launch, and said, “The Challenger is going to 
blow up. Everyone’s going to die” (Grimes, 2016). Ebeling, like the engineers on his team, knew 
that the O-rings used in the shuttle’s solid booster rocket could become dangerously 
compromised in cold temperatures. The engineers’ models and data were predicting this well 
before the launch, and calls to postpone the mission had been ignored. Crisis was not averted; the 
mission had failed.    
A few years prior to Ebeling’s warnings to NASA, President Ronald Reagan stood before 
cameras in the State Dining Room to announce the release of a document that would be a 
warning to the entire nation. In his hand was a copy of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 
Educational Reform. This soon became the most widely read education report in American 
2	
	
history, and would provide a discursive framework to attack public schooling for the remainder 
of the 20th century. In our current era, the report has continued to shape and augment the 
discourse of crisis and failure in America’s public education system.   
Bob Ebeling passed away three decades after the Challenger exploded, carrying with him 
the avoidable deaths of the shuttle’s seven crew members, having never quite recovered from the 
guilt. Memory endures. It reproduces and mutates. Memory becomes discourse. When it 
catalyzes events, its potential to develop or expand multiplies, especially as memory mixes with 
contradiction and fragments from the past, which are born anew. 
Despite his warnings, the memory of the event haunted Ebeling, as he was unable to 
reconfigure the narrative which placed him at the center of a catastrophe which could have been 
prevented.  For President Reagan and his cabinet the A Nation at Risk report served as a warning 
for a catastrophe predicated on neither the reality of the past nor present. What President Reagan 
outlined in his 1983 Rose Garden address was a framework which would come to shape the 
paradigm of education, a paradigm which continues to dominate how we make meaning of 
America’s public education system and the epistemology of policies which are interconnected to 
the very constructs which problematize education in the first place.  This dissertation will 
attempt to deconstruct the current education paradigm and endeavor to offer an alternative way 
of seeing and knowing education in its current form.       
The Purpose of this Project    
 The narrative of public education in America not only encompasses the development of 
the public school system but the nation itself. To understand the 19th-century foundations of 
universal education, we are reminded of the three pillars of early America: (1) the predominance 
of agrarianism, (2) a need for civic education, and (3) the beginnings of industrialization.    
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In some ways, it is anachronistic to recount the days of yore when public schooling’s 
guiding framework was to civically educate all children or an imagined past where all students 
were educated under a classic curriculum, learning Greek and Latin while reading the canon.  
This account is also myth, at least for the masses, as are many of the discourses and paradigms 
this dissertation will deconstruct. We must, however, seek to understand why certain stories are 
told over and over again, and why truth is subjugated to narrative.  
 The purpose of this study was to deconstruct the dominant discourses shaping public 
education in America. To comprehend how education has developed from an ontological 
perspective was the impetus for the development of a theoretical framework that I currently refer 
to as critical paradigm theory (CPT). In the following chapters, I will provide a much broader 
description of CPT, but the following explanation will serve as an introduction.  
A critical theoretical approach typically takes aim at the dominant forces within systems 
of race, gender, or class, whereby the junctures of exposure to these dominant forces are both 
superficially and internally revealed. What succeeds this type of inquiry? Are the limits of these 
particular universes finite, or said another way, what lives beyond their walls? This is not to 
say that CPT is solely an augmentation of critical theory, but a companion to theoretical tools 
which deconstruct models for knowing. 
By extending and in some ways transcending critical theory I have incorporated Thomas 
Kuhn’s (1962/1996) conceptualization of paradigms.  While Kuhn, looked very closely at the 
breaks in the linearity of scientific thinking, I consider scientific revolutions, not revolutions in 
what we think but how we think.   Thus, the application of paradigmatic thought is much closer 
to Foucault’s (1980) conceptualization of the episteme, which provides a model for 
understanding the limits of epistemological production and possibility.    
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It is in relation, though, to the internalization of paradigmatic frameworks where Freire 
(1970/2000) contributes to an understanding which incorporates critical theoretical foundations 
as well as pushes beyond their application, moving from the dialectical to the multilectical.  In 
Freire (1970/2000) we find the oppressor within the oppressed, imbedding a framework of 
thought which produces an ongoing internal conflict, as the oppressed seeks his or her liberation 
while also negotiating the demands of an ever present discourse of the oppressor.  Nevertheless, 
we are left in dialectical struggle, labor/management, man/woman, oppressed/oppressor, but 
what Freire introduces, without explicitly framing it as such, is paradigmatic internalization.  
Might we say that to internalize the oppressor is to illuminate the internalization of the 
paradigms dominant discourses? In moving away from Hegelian (1807/2016) dialectics CPT 
offers an alternative to synthesization based on the duality of conflicting ideas. For Hegel (1807) 
the dialectic offered the potential to synthesize a new understanding and thus construct reality 
with a new form.  In CPT, the theorist questions the very nature of the dual offerings, and 
attempts to deconstruct the paradigm itself.   
These dominant discourses provide us with a sense of reality, or as I will refer to in this 
work, narrative. Inside of any reality live networks of narratives, and all are intra- and inter-
connected with both similar and disparate discourses. These experiences in turn form what might 
be referred to as truth. Yet whatever the version of truth might be, it is simply another version of 
reality that resides inside other versions, which are similarly wrapped in more iterations. 
The narratives to which I have been referring are not ahistorical, though their histories do 
not reside within a framework of historicism but of genealogy. It is Nietzsche’s (1913, 2003) 
influence on Foucault (1969) and Foucault’s influence on CPT where we trace the discourse 
through a genealogy which does not eviscerate history, but grounds the historical in a discursive 
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and paradigmatic framework.  If history is to live in the past, and we can only know the past in 
the present, then it is not simply what we know but how we know that matters. Thus, when this 
dissertation approaches early systems of public schooling, we are mostly tracing a genealogy of 
development and change rather than isolating the events themselves.  
This does not mean that things of fact did not occur, but what gets remembered and 
recorded is limited to what Foucault (1977) has referred to as regimes of truth, limiting not only 
what was said at the time of the occurrence/event, but what could be said, as well as all 
commentary thereafter, including that which gets produced in the present.  CPT explores this 
realm of epistemology and the limits of what knowledge may or may not be produced, and is 
grounded in the following epistemological and genealogical development of thought (see Figure 
1 and Appendix A for a broader description of the CPT framework key terms).  
Figure 1
 
Critical Paradigm Theory (2018)
Critical Theory (1947)
Marx (1848)
Hegel (1807)
Heidegger 
(1927)
Nietzsche 
(1887)
Wittgentstein (1922)
Critical Discourse Analysis  (2003) Foucault (1965)
Kuhn (1962)
Critical Pedagogy (1970)
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Critical Paradigm Theory (CPT) is an evolution of social theory and methodology that 
articulates an approach to deconstructing paradigms.  The CPT theorist treats the paradigm as a 
set of narratives which define reality.  Both Kuhn and Foucault are referenced in CPT with 
respect to how each addressed the limitations of scientificity, the former tracing the non-linearity 
of scientific revolutions, and the latter defining the limitations of epistemological production 
within particular discursive constructions. In their respective analyses of epistemology Kuhn 
built his theory on the potential of paradigm shifts and Foucault the limitations of disparate 
epistemologies within the episteme.  In CPT we reference Foucault and Kuhn, to imply that 
knowledge is grounded and limited within the paradigm.  It is this limitation which CPT attempts 
to deconstruct.   
CPT has also emerged from critical theoretical models. Horkheimer and Adorno’s (see 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, 1944) critique of rationality is the foundation for deconstruction 
within the CPT framework, and begins with an interrogation of epistemology and discursive 
irrationality. This irrationality has led to the construction of discursive myths, which CPT seeks 
to expose.  
Paulo Freire’s work has been especially influential in the development of CPT, 
specifically with respect to the internalization of discursive frameworks.  CPT is not a dialectical 
model, however, and breaks from the Marxist Hegelian approach which grounded the Frankfurt 
School, and other critical theorists, like Freire. 
Finally, it is with Heidegger and Wittgenstein where CPT attempts to extend what the 
former referred to as thrownness in the world, and the latter investigated through processes for 
constructing meaning. CPT treats the paradigm as the environment to which one is thrown, and 
then attempts to deconstruct the discursive strands, myths, and dominant narratives within the 
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paradigm.  It is through this deconstruction where critical paradigm theory offers alternatives to 
that which was previously accepted as truth.  
Research Questions    
Every time and place presents its knowing of the world, and yet no epistemology is 
complete.  Despite the penumbra of our experience, there is enough evidence or discursive traces 
to illuminate the more dominant elements that shape a paradigm and are thus first to be 
deconstructed.  A penumbra allows for partial illumination, and for the purposes of CPT, this is 
as close as we may come to understanding the inner networks of the paradigm. It is with respect 
to this deconstruction I am guided by the following three research questions:    
I. How does the current American public education paradigm function?  
Given that a paradigm not only produces reality but is treated as reality, it is essential that we 
expose both the inner and outer workings of the paradigmatic systems.   How do we understand 
education in the present without the discursive spade cracking the fragments of history and 
epistemes of the past?  To understand the apparatus is to pluck out its spokes, and to uncover that 
which is concealed. Thus, to understand how the system functions we must deconstruct the 
present while tracing a genealogy of the past.    
II. How do the dominant discourses currently shape public education, and what do their 
genealogies tell us about their paradigmatic development? 
Discourse can only reveal itself in the present, but this does not mean it is ahistorical. On the 
contrary, the impetus for genealogical analysis allows us to trace some of the more available 
historical elements, though we continually ground that history in an analysis of the paradigm. It 
is only through this process that one can study the past of the present and explore the past 
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through the eyes of the present, while exposing the very way of seeing which allows for our 
analysis in its current state.  
III. What theories have enhanced our understanding of the public education paradigm in 
America and how can these be reconfigured and reconstituted to better deconstruct 
the current paradigm? 
To answer this question critical paradigm theory emerged from a confluence of 
theoretical networks that have historically attempted to examine dominant structures. CPT values 
but is not limited to the typical interrogations of class, gender, and race, and explores which 
discourses are most dominant and the epistemological power they hold within the paradigm. 
Where CPT may go further than critical theory is to deconstruct the parts of the apparatus 
without necessarily assigning moral or ethical value, short of identifying its active role in 
shaping realty. While elements of the apparatus may be both oppressive and repressive, there are 
elements that play more benign roles in shaping the construct and might be described in more 
neutral ways. To present something as benign does not strip the object of its discursive 
implications, as all presentations of the world through the paradigm intersect with ideological 
networks of thought.   
By extending critical theory through this project, the treatment of paradigms as both 
oppressive and non-oppressive is made available to the CPT theorist, whose ultimate aim is to 
sketch the outer and inner worlds of reality. This is not to imply that we are to ignore class, race, 
and gender, as CPT theorists must interrogate the epistemological structures which set limits on 
knowledge production based on these three strands. Nevertheless, the power of narrative and its 
many functions must also be explored. For the paradigm is not only knowledge, nor is it simply 
the structure of knowledge; rather, it is the narrative of structure and knowledge. 
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What I am attempting to accomplish with CPT is to find a theory and method to attack 
and interrogate the narrative, to puncture holes in the dominant discourse, and to not get to the 
truth so much as to move away from the confluence of mythologies which have been accepted as 
fact.  To begin with an expectation of what is on the other side of the deconstruction limits the 
very process of deconstructing.  This dissertation is an attempt to discover what education looks 
like outside of the current paradigm. 
What is on the other side of standardization and normalization? The federal government 
and states continue to norm, while cities and towns do just the same. An understanding of a 
failing public education system is shared by a discursive collective. On one end of the political 
spectrum we find an ongoing assault to defund and abolish the United States Department of 
Education, and on the other, the bureaucratization of systems at all levels in an attempt to create 
uniformity. Are these our only two options?  I suggest that through CPT we may explore what 
the system looks like on the other side of both standardization and normalization.  
 From No Child Left Behind (NCLB) to Race to the Top (RTTP), bipartisan support has 
led to the implementation of legislation that seeks to institute more accountability for schools 
(NCLB) and teachers (RTTP), with increased federal funding in a futile attempt at equity. Who 
are the culprits here? The Democrats, who were led by President Obama, implemented a funding 
quid pro quo with states, which initiated aggressive teacher evaluation systems in return for 
desperately needed resources. What are teachers to do? Where to cast their votes? To a party that 
implicates them as the cause for failure or to its Republican counterpart that advocates for an 
undoing of the very system that employs them?  
Like Foucault’s asylum, we find a network of beliefs that normalizes and encompasses a 
religion of politics, secular justice, and moral imperatives. The question is not whether the 
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student or teacher is the patient, but who inside this system is not a patient? The failing student? 
The failing teacher? The failing school? The failing economy? Capitalism thus becomes the hero, 
and neoliberalism forever rings the bell of freedom while wrapping the paradigm (and most in it) 
with its chains.  
In a final estimate, the paradigm limits our options and our choices. From the 
bureaucratic school system where students are surveilled by both the self and the other to the 
false option of free choice where charter and private schools maintain and augment discourses of 
inequality and inequitable practice, the paradigmatic assault encompasses us all.   
An Emancipatory Theory 
Like critical theory, CPT is emancipatory and not simply explanatory. Freedom, 
however, is not only liberation from the more oppressive strands of discourse but from the 
paradigm itself. Like an actor on a stage who does not know that she is an actor, liberation comes 
from recognizing the stage itself while negotiating the inner dissonance that the theatre might be 
all there is. To separate from ones signifier is surely an act of liberation, but we are still left with 
objects to be named.  It is in the deconstruction of naming where we might find true liberation 
from the paradigm.   
Where to place morality in this space becomes problematic from the outset, especially 
with the more obvious strands of oppression, such as racism and economic inequity. If we are to 
interrogate all forms of limitation, however, then a more complex and possibly more useful 
heuristic becomes available. The structure, by its very nature, is a delimiting entity, and we are 
left to interrogate it in its entirety. Our relationship to this entity propels us to confront the I-it/I-
thou dialect. The paradigm, or the “it” which the subject experiences, acts on and is acted upon. 
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Our fellow subjects also shape and are shaped by the paradigmatic “it,” and the possibility of a 
“thou,” which confronts the true assembly line of discursive formation. 
I act and act upon another. Others act on me. If we are to act together by creating spaces 
of meaning, then shall we also abandon our freedom (to name)? An ethic built on freedom means 
acting with the greatest sensitivity. This ethic calls for an empathic legislative process, 
policymaking for the collective, a cognizance of the indelible freedoms we have over the 
governing bodies (self and other), and the critical awareness needed when acting on this 
dialectic. This is where neoliberalism, in its attempt to create freedom through liberalizing the 
economy (and not the self) falls short. Liberating the self without consideration for the other 
continues a cycle of oppression hidden behind freedom.  
Unlike critical theorists, we do not critique the entire body of neoliberalism. Even 
Foucault found benefits in its framework for criticizing the state because the alternative to 
neoliberalism cannot be bureaucracy and a state-run society, particularly since the latter is 
dangerously inclined to implement policies of normativity. This normativity becomes its own 
paradigm and pushes us all into an episteme that defines the epistemological limits within this 
new reality.    
 In many ways, this project is a genealogy of public education with a deconstruction of its 
current paradigm. How does the current state reveal itself without its mythological structures? 
From the science of industry in the administration of early 20th-century public schools to Cold 
War education policies, and from accountability of schools in No Child Left Behind and teacher 
evaluation in Race To The Top, to the current inclination to abolish the Department of 
Education, we are in need of a reconstitution of our own understanding of public education and 
its purposes. 
12	
	
Limitations, Implications, and Terminology 
 Deconstructive frameworks can be very effective at problematizing and interrogating 
systems, but, at times, may lack solutions for change.  To offer CPT as an approach for analysis 
is to provide both a theory and a methodology for deconstruction.  The implications of 
introducing a new approach to understanding, in this case education, suggests a need to augment 
or reconsider the current forms of analysis.  As such, there are considerable vulnerabilities within 
this project to replicate or reproduce existing theories, as well as reconstruct confluences which 
may currently exist, but in disparate forms.  Furthermore, in interrogating the current education 
paradigm we may be left with a new understanding but not a new call to action.  CPT is, 
however, emancipatory, and as such does provide a practical approach to deconstructing systems 
in such a way that allows us to build them up again, with new understandings and implications 
for change.  
 Critical paradigm theory was developed by this researcher to disrupt the current approach 
to problematizing public education.  It aims to move policy makers closer to understanding the 
framing of public education, and to reconsider how facets of the more dominant discourse may 
have become mythologized in a repetition of narratives that articulate the more dominant assaults 
on public education.  To suggest that we approach the penumbra of the paradigm is to say that 
we may never fully deconstruct these dominant discourses, but peel away the layers of discourse 
to distance ourselves far enough from the construct to see the paradigm as if looking upon it for 
the first time.  
 To refer to the paradigm as an episteme or apparatus is to acknowledge that the 
foundations of CPT are grounded in both Kuhn (1962/1996) and Foucault (1970).  For the latter 
the episteme served as a way to not only address what knowledge has been produced, but what 
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may be produced.  Similar to Kuhn’s treatment of the paradigm (1962/1996), Foucault viewed 
the episteme as an apparatus with the potential to regulate epistemological production.  In the 
development of CPT, the paradigm, which I treat as a set of narratives that define reality, is 
viewed much like the Foucauldian episteme, contributing to CPT’s methodological framework to 
not only analyze but to deconstruct the discourse.    
 It is through the deconstruction of the paradigm where a genealogical approach was 
applied to uncover the historical and linguistic inter- and intra-discursive connections.  In 
consideration of the linguistic significance within the historical narrative this became a non-
linear undertaking, as strands of discourse intertwine historical elements in unique and 
unpredictable ways.  Therefore it was the decision of this researcher to approach each chapter by 
applying CPT as a method for genealogical analysis.  Thus, the literature review, for instance, is 
not simply a review of what has been produced but the examination of why it was produced and 
in what context.  Throughout this work we will return to the most dominant discursive strands 
and integrate CPT into each section, continually returning the reader to the deconstruction of the 
paradigm itself.   
 Finally, to refer to this process as an interrogation is to not simply offer a defense of 
public education, but to actively question the dominant narrative of a failing education system.  
This dissertation and the use of CPT to examine both discourse and data attempts to deconstruct 
this narrative and provide not simply an alternative, but a new way to both approach and discuss 
public education in America. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 
The literature manufactured both within and adjacent to any paradigm is to be understood 
as both a producer of knowledge and the epistemological product of the generative construct 
itself; the examination is not only epistemological but requires an ideological and a sociological 
undertaking with consideration to how the episteme is shaped. Foucault (1980) articulates this 
framework when describing the function of the episteme in the following way:  
If you like, I would define the episteme retrospectively as the strategic apparatus which 
permits of separating out from among all the statements which are possible those that will 
be acceptable within, I won't say a scientific theory, but a field of scientificity, and, which 
it is possible to say are true or false. The episteme is the 'apparatus' which makes possible 
the separation, not of the true from the false, but of what may from what may not be 
characterized as scientific (p. 197).  
 
It is here where we find the limits of knowledge production and may discover what is 
both possible and permissible within a paradigm. Thus, as we review the literature through a 
framework of critical paradigm theory, we consider what was produced within the episteme and 
the epistemological response to the more dominant discourses.   
 Paradigms are not objects floating through space and time in isolation; rather they 
intersect and influence one another like waves of the same ocean, both distinct and concomitant 
in form. Paradigms, thus, interact and leave impressions—public education and the prison 
system, the prison system and the clinic, and the economy and education. For instance, the 
paradigmatic stepping stones may suggest an intricate path between an economic experiment in 
Chile and a teacher evaluation system in Chicago as we find opportunities in the literature to 
expose ways of seeing the world that more accurately expose the fluidity of these intersecting 
constructs that are in flux. Thus, we examine the nature of paradigms as an ontological endeavor, 
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as opposed to limiting our vantage points with more structural approaches, whose systemic 
analysis does not transcend the structure itself.   
Critical Discourse Analysis and its Contribution to Critical Paradigm Theory  
We begin with the field of critical discourse analysis (CDA), whose literature has 
contributed to the formation of critical paradigm theory. If, in the evolution of Foucauldian 
thought, we place Nietzsche (1913/2003) and Heidegger (1927/1962) as Foucault’s (1965, 1968, 
1970, 1977) predecessors, that is, with respect to the development of the episteme and a 
genealogical approach to tracing the social historical networks of macro structures which govern 
our systems and institutions, we then place CDA as a progression from Foucauldian theory to the 
micro underpinnings of the text.  Thus, we might say that one moves from the institution to the 
word or from the system to the sentence. In many ways CPT and this dissertation is a 
deconstruction of the paradigm through an interplay of uncovering the micro and macro 
paradigmatic foundations.  
CDA is a framework which unites critical theory and discourse analysis (Rogers et al. 
2011). With regards to the former, it was a move away from economic determinism to a theory 
that accounted for both the instability and unpredictability of both power and change.  For the 
latter, we turn again to Foucault, and a unique approach to investigating where power is 
imbedded in all units of discourse. Power dynamics thus reveal themselves in both the prison and 
the paragraph, the sign and symbol.   
Discourse, traditions, and data. Humans name; and as we name, we create new worlds, 
expand existing worlds, and define their epistemological boundaries by articulating their 
epistemologies and rules. Wittgenstein’s (1958) later work, Philosophical Investigations, which 
was published posthumously, returns us to the process of naming and structuring language,  
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reminding us that language is not born out of meaning but creates meaning.  When we read 
Wittgenstein (1958) parallel to Heidegger (1927/1962) we find that our thrownness into the 
world is in fact, a thrownness into meaning.  To the extent that the paradigm is a confluence of 
meaning we are thrown into the paradigm.   
The process of reifying and signifying is what makes our species unique in its 
relationship to the “other,” for objectification does not stop at the thing but extends to humanity 
itself, and reifies men and women.  The process of signifying and structuring text is not a neutral 
endeavor.    Embedded within our language structure is the very social structure itself; thus, the 
CDA literature points to the dialectic of power and discourse as power creates language and 
language fosters power.  It is through this dialectic where we may trace critical theory to Marxist 
analysis, and then Marx to Hegelian (1807/2016) dialectics.  
Critical discourse analysis like critical theory rejects the neutrality of language and 
examines “issues of power, domination, and social inequality,” as well as, “gender, race, and 
class in the study of text and talk” (Van Leeuwen, 2009, p. 65). Van Leeuwen’s (2009) work 
further leads us to the deconstruction of the interconnectivity and intertextuality that exists 
within CDA, an important concept for critical paradigm theory.  In linguistics, we might examine 
the structure of the sentence (syntax, grammar, denotation, and connotation), but how are 
structures of language formed and in what context?  Furthermore, what is imbedded within the 
structure itself? Beyond the text, “semiotic codes, such as images, film, dance, and architecture” 
(Van Leeuwen, 2009) provide meaning to language construction and also carry imbedded and 
hidden power structures that have epistemological and ontological significance. The literature 
from CDA illustrates an attempt to demystify these power structures and ideologies (Wodak & 
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Meyer, 2009) and is grounded in a critical theoretical framework that encourages change and 
action over passivity.  
The multidisciplinary nature of CDA. Critical discourse analysis encourages a broad 
spectrum of approaches when analyzing text and is grounded in linguistic, critical, and social 
theory. This notion that CDA is more of a discipline than a method (Van Leeuwen, 2009) is 
where CDA serves as a model for CPT, examining the ways in which theory and method are 
applied concurrently. Moving beyond theory, a CDA analyst deconstructs the sentence as a 
methodology to expose imbedded structures.  The CPT theories works under a similar 
framework but interchanges micro and macro analysis and in some ways treats the paradigm 
itself as the text.   
The “sister disciplines” of CDA (Van Leeuwen, 2009)—semiotics and socio-
linguistics—also shape CDA’s theoretical model. In addition, socio-cognitive elements in the 
text illuminate “mental representation and the processes of language users” (van Dijk, 2009, p. 
64). In this regard, language becomes the bridge mediating the discourse of society and the 
discourse of the mind. These forms also live in a dialectical relationship with symbolic 
expression through discourses that emerge from the processes and interactions of cognition and 
social life. Like all epistemologies, they create and are created by one another.  
For van Dijk (2009), the structures of language are not just external and environmental 
but are also internally structured through mental representations. Van Dijk shows how various 
contexts become imbedded within language (neoliberalism, globalization, privatization, notions 
of freedom, and associations/connections between liberty and free enterprise) and the ways in 
which socio-cognition creates contexts for reading and understanding these paradigms. In CDA, 
no single approach provides a clear picture as the layers of a text are manifold and hegemonic 
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and contextual structures are so imbedded within the language that a comprehensive discipline is 
needed to make sense of the complexities and nuances of the discourse.   
Language can never be fixed because the contextualization of meaning is in constant flux.  
As a species of meaning-makers, there is only very general agreement about the meaning of 
things. Goffman’s (1959) work is important here, especially as it relates to CPT and the 
understanding of how symbolic interaction between actors shapes reality in the varying stages 
we step on and off throughout our interaction with paradigms. Furthermore, it is not simply the 
actor constructing meaning but the stage itself that is imbedded with meaning. In a constant state 
of movement, each animate and inanimate object is either generating meaning or representing 
meaning. There are no-things without meaning. This does not mean that objectivity does not 
exist, but it exists as a construct onto itself.  
Blommaert and Bulcaen (2000) help articulate the importance of this difference by 
juxtaposing Foucault’s macro approach to Fairclough’s micro attention to the text. Luke (1997, 
p. 51) also points to this structuralist approach and suggests that Foucault’s framework, which 
examined how “institutionalised discourses consist of categorical ‘grids of specification’ that 
classify and regulate people’s identities, bodies, domestic and civil spaces, and social practices in 
different relations of knowledge and power,” regulates the system that dictates and delimits the 
boundaries of reality.   
Critical paradigm theory like CDA looks for imbedded power within the structures of the 
text, and as such, we must consider the culturally hegemonic underbellies of discursive 
production. Cultural hegemony exposes how imbedded power within the structure becomes 
generative, producing structures and practices with oppression and dominance interwoven into 
various structural foundations and networks. Foucault’s panopticon provides the most relevant 
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symbol and structure for understanding omnipresent surveillance and culturally hegemonic 
practices, as we, the metaphoric prisoners, police ourselves. For Fairclough and the CDA 
theorists, the metaphor of panopticon is found not only in macro structures but in small units and 
the minutiae of a sentence. The power dynamics in CDA thus appear to reside in the word (as 
both written and spoken text), while hegemony is revealed at a micro level. The critical paradigm 
theorist looks for the traces of power in everything.     
If this is the theoretical framework for CDA, then we have a paradigm for understanding 
and examining discursive elements at a micro level, which in turn elucidate macro analytical 
findings. As more superficial hegemonic structures are exposed, cultural hegemony goes 
“underground” and deciphering hidden structures requires finer and finer lenses. We deconstruct 
and then spin the crank to zoom out again, teasing apart the discursive matrices along the way.   
Over time power becomes atomized, and as it does, frameworks must adapt to and 
uncover the micro worlds of oppression. Van Dijk (2001) redirects us to our own consciousness, 
suggesting that CDA provides the lens for examining “social representations in the minds of 
social actors.” In addition, Blommaert and Bulcaen (2000) treat discourse as an “opaque power 
object” that contributes to our understanding of the surreptitious nature of contemporary social 
and political structures.  
A result of this atomization is that power, oppression, and myriad forms of domination 
are expressed through language and obfuscated in discourse. Critical discourse analysis provides 
the tools for uncovering these elements in the text and offers a framework accessible to all fields 
of study (van Dijk, 1993) that are intent on approaching discourse as an “opaque power object” 
(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000) in need of deconstruction and exposition. Critical paradigm 
theory inherits these approaches to uncover the paradigmatic constraints in all its forms.     
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Critical Discourse Analysis: Tools, Meaning Construction, and Context. If CDA is to 
serve as a foundational framework for CPT and as a process for identifying and uncovering 
power relationships (Rogers, 2011), then construction of all discursive productions must be 
understood by examining the relevant foundations and the architects who knowingly, forcefully, 
or even ignorantly shaped their design. These constructs must be understood both as producers of 
discourse and as the discourses themselves.  
Theorists of CDA point us to the deconstruction of the text to find the origins of the 
utterance (Rogers, 2011, Gee, 2011), which the critical paradigm theorist uses to begin to map 
out the boundaries of the paradigm. As we chart the social network of language within the 
paradigm, we turn to Halliday’s Language as a Social Semiotic: The Social Interpretation of 
Language and Meaning (1978), which is a foundational text for CDA as well as CPT, 
articulating the processes for constructing language through social understanding. Halliday’s 
systemic functional linguistics approach leads us to an inquiry whereby we might consider the 
remnants of discursive production as a generative and historical process.   
Critical paradigm theory incorporates Halliday’s (1978) method as a means to understand 
discursive production more broadly by considering the social and collective production of 
discourse. As the paradigm expands, it leaves discursive remnants that define the reality and also 
generate and regenerate the reality to produce new discourses while maintaining historical 
discourses which are more imbedded in the paradigm.  
Van Dijk’s works (1993, 2001) return us to the foundations of critical theory by 
emphasizing the oppressive elements of power. He asserts, “As a criterion, we thus call any 
discourse unjust if it violates the internationally recognized human rights of people and 
contributes to social inequality.” Critical paradigm theory does not ignore injustice but is more 
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inclined to deconstruct the matrices of oppression within a paradigm and to not see oppression 
through any one critical lens. Rather, CPT seeks to understand the oppression that occurs both 
within and absent of language. Thus, chains of expression are not simply carved along socio-
economic lines but are social linguistic productions that delimit the paradigmatic experience.    
Both CPT and CDA attack the narrative and seek to deconstruct the presentation of 
reality through its semiotic representation. Wodak and Meyer (2003) articulate this 
demystification of discursive constructions as formed through socially constructed narratives. 
Through this view, language is a social practice built on both established and generative 
contexts. However, these processes are not neutral, which further complicates the uncovering of 
paradigmatic networks.   
It is in regard to domination where we examine how we are dominated and how we 
dominate ourselves. In addition to returning to the works of Foucault to understand how this 
occurs at the macro level, we look through a CDA lens and consider the following example 
offered by Van Leeuwen (2009): “people may pronounce sounds … producing more or less 
formal, more or less casual, more or less higher or lower class ‘styles’ of speech” (p. 67). At the 
micro level, we may find instances where the hierarchical positioning of varying groups is not 
only represented in the sentence but fixed by it. Thus, as we deconstruct the paradigm we must 
explore the limits of language as well as language exposure and allocation.  What linguistic tools 
and structures produce power, as well as empower language producers within the paradigm?  
This is an important question for a CPT theorist.   
To move from the micro to the meso to the macro within the paradigm might take us 
from a sociolinguistic analysis of dialect to a genealogical and historical undertaking of the 
discourse over time. If we were looking at slavery in this instance, we might trace the discourse 
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of racism prior to 1865 when it was not only institutionalized but legislated. In its post-
Reconstruction form, we find that the discourse had not simply been eradicated but took new 
forms in the paradigm (Jim Crow laws or “separate but equal”). Moving to the post-civil rights 
era, the discourse is no less present as we find ourselves in what Michelle Alexander has referred 
to as a “new Jim Crow” (2012), where people of color are imprisoned inequitably on ostensibly 
“equal” lines as the discourse of racism and its strands have been pushed into obfuscation though 
are no less poignant.  Thus, the rules change, the laws are rewritten, and yet the paradigm and its 
effects survive.    
It is through an examination of this paradigmatic genesis where CPT ultimately breaks 
from CDA, as it is not simply that power lives within imbedded structures, but that discourses 
within the paradigm coalesce and shape and produce structures.  To say that the epsisteme not 
only reveals what has been produced but what epistemology may be produced, is to articulate the 
function of the paradigm and the many ways in which it attempts to delimit experience. 
Critical Theory and Pedagogy, a Response 
 The literature on critical pedagogy provides a kaleidoscope of how one may spin the 
paradigm, and tease apart the paradigmatic elements through deconstruction and the application 
of critical frameworks. While we assail the dominant forces, it is essential that the implications 
for the portrayal of a dehumanized being without agency not emerge as a conclusion from our 
analysis. We now turn to those theorists who have responded to the more deleterious effects of 
the paradigm on the individual, but understand that while critical theory is a strong foundation 
for CPT these frameworks have different approaches and understandings of oppression.    
 In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (1968) exposes the entire notion of meritocracy, 
showing how the “banking system” of education paralyzes and anesthetizes the “oppressed “and 
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helps the “oppressors” to maintain their dominance. As a result, climbing the economic and 
educational hierarchy is hindered as the “hidden” pedagogy numbs agency.  Pauline Lipman’s 
essay (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2009) on accountability also addresses the limitations of a 
“mind-numbing” pedagogy, arguing that NCLB and the standardization movement have 
dramatically altered curricula and rendered both students and teachers as automatons, the latter 
of whom are transmitting privatized prescriptions to educate the former.   
Giroux, Aronowitz, and hooks (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2009) provide a confluence 
of critical theoretical thought on how knowledge transmission becomes filtered through the 
dominant group’s discursive structures and in response offer a pedagogy that confronts and 
deconstructs the institutions, systems, and knowledge that prevent true justice and equity. Their 
works (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2009) also expose the hegemonic, cultural, and social 
dynamics found in class systems, racism, gender, and the pedagogy expressed in our public 
schools.  
Analyzing modern history through critical theory elucidates the systemic intricacies of 
hegemony that have reinforced social and economic disparities and those which have obfuscated 
the hidden processes of subjugation. Prior to the Modern Age, Medieval European hegemony 
was transparent. The king ruled by divine right, and a feudalistic class system defined one’s role 
on the manor. The Enlightenment appeared to liberate humanity from its enslavement, but as 
reason emerged to the forefront, power was pushed underground.     
Critical theory addresses the inequities caused by a history of hegemony and exposes the 
hidden nuances of power that have remained in place despite the deconstruction and dismantling 
of some of the most overtly oppressive institutions. Critical pedagogy moves us to the text and 
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the socializing process of teaching and learning, which provides a platform for analysis and 
interrogation.  
It is with great deference that critical paradigm theory emerges from a lineage of critical 
theorists and critical pedagogues to interrogate the paradigm attending to the most oppressive 
elements typically addressed in a critical framework, but is it not the very definition of reality 
which offers some sense of oppression?  Thus, we build CPT on a theoretical framework which 
examines the fluidity of power and ultimately dominance, to deconstruct and demythologize 
what truths shape our experience of reality.   
In CPT we not only challenge the dominant discourse but understand that the paradigm 
through which the dominant discourse is available may be deconstructed and reconfigured to 
create a new reality. Unlike critical theory, CPT moves beyond the dialectical to examine the 
fluidity and nuance of the paradigm. Thus, CPT is not binary but open to a confluence of 
narratives all competing for dominance. If alternative spaces are to be found, which in education 
humanize the student and teacher, then we must deconstruct the dehumanizing systems which 
strip away not just creativity and imagination but humanity itself.  It is here where we turn to 
neoliberalism and its effects on the public education paradigm.   
Neoliberalism and its Influence on the Public Education Paradigm  
We are currently living in a paradigm that mythologizes the past, complicates and 
obfuscates the nature of the present, and distorts the future through crises that have yet to 
manifest. Within the current paradigm, policymaking is based on “fixing” that which is 
perceived to be broken. The current anthem to “make America great again” is a call to return to 
the halcyon days which now only exist by mixing myth and memory. To return to the Reagan 
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administration is to return to a collection of ideas, many of which have floated in the more 
dominant paradigms over the last three decades.   
For the purpose of this work, we treat A Nation at Risk [ANAR] (1983) as the seminal 
epistemological bedrock of the current paradigm and will revisit this more fully in its own 
chapter. The report is also where we date the birth of the current education paradigm; however, 
we will trace the more significant genealogical strands with one major event and one discursive 
precursor penned in 1971, as well as the early twentieth century discourse which led us there.   
The event I allude to is the first 9/11, which occurred in 1973. This is the starting place 
for David Harvey (2007) in his work, A Brief History of Neoliberalism. It was in this decade 
where the paradigm began to shift toward a new phase of free-market capitalism and was led by 
the economist Milton Friedman and the Chicago School of Economics. Generally ignored up 
until that point in favor of Keynesian economics, Friedman’s neoliberal framework emerged as a 
new discursive construct that attached itself to conservative ideologies that were embedded 
within the American political landscape. While this experiment was being tested throughout 
Latin America, the economic and social platform for Reagan’s America was spreading across the 
United States as public institutions, including unions in both the private and public sectors, were 
under assault. 
To understand how this construct amassed such extraordinary devastation, we turn to 
Naomi Klein’s (2007) The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. Like Harvey, Klein 
(2006) frames how neoliberal economic policies have been manufactured, executed, and carried 
forth through post-environmental conditions that are characterized by what Klein refers to as 
“shock.” Furthermore, Klein (2006) interweaves the metaphor of shock treatment throughout her 
book and utilizes this trope to capture the historical economic opportunism that has been found 
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in political and social environments that are plagued by uncertainty and crisis. In many ways, 
Klein’s work more accurately reshapes the history of American interventionism in the 1970s and 
1980s by interrogating the rhetoric of shock.  
Klein’s critique of the pro free-market anti-Keynesian Friedman, exposes the true 
contradiction within the manifold paradigms that intersect across the trope of freedom. Thus, we 
find Friedman and his disciples unapologetically endorsing authoritarian regimes in favor of 
freedom, which in this context means unfettered free market global capitalism and not 
democratic freedom. The absolute disdain for the public sector within this discourse has led to 
severe critiques of public schooling, public assistance, and public health care. Recall that a 
paradigm refers neither to truth nor to logos but to the redefining and reinterpreting of meaning.   
Thus, in the name of freedom, the IMF, World Bank, and other international organizations subtly 
forced an economic change in second- and third-world nations across the globe. Where these 
processes were more extreme, Klein reminds us of the dissonance between the reality of action 
and the rhetoric of speech. Some of the more notable offensives include: the CIA coup in Iran 
(1953), the overthrow of Jacob Arbenz Guzman (1953), the CIA supported coup in Indonesia 
(1965), the U.S.-backed military coup in Chile that established the nefarious regime of Augusto 
Pinochet (1973), our role in the East Asian financial crisis (1997), Russia’s Yeltsin years (1991-
1997), and Xiaoping’s liberalizing efforts in China. Furthermore, Klein, like Harvey, addresses 
our own post-911 “shock” and the Bush/Cheney policies that were implemented both here in 
America as well as in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
While Klein’s work (2006) emphasizes the strong economic implications of the 
neoliberal paradigm, the literature from Klein, Chomsky, and Harvey, provide a critique of the 
neoliberal paradigm which unconceals the ways neoliberalism attempts reconfigure and 
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restructure the public and private sectors. From Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush, we find the 
same actors applying nearly the same discourse in nuanced ways to achieve the same espoused 
goal: freedom. Thus, an act on education compared to an act on tax reform may appear to be 
different on the surface, but the driving force that is propelling policymaking in these respective 
fields is nearly identical.    
 If we expand our notion of discursive continuity within disparate fields, we might 
interrogate how paradigms operate globally through unique discursive channels. Chomsky’s 
(1999) Profit over People: Neoliberalism and Global Order provides a framework for 
understanding the paradigm by exposing how world financial institutions contribute to a “world 
order” that operates to destabilize unfavorable markets; this “world order” also crafts unfair 
trading practices that effectively contradict the espoused principles of the neoliberal agenda that 
is driving reform in the first place.   
 The very notion that espoused values do not represent the authenticity of a paradigm 
should be noted, as it could be assumed that the external discourses compose the most accurate 
framework for a dominant ideology. For example, a paradigm’s most repeated trope may be 
freedom, while the internal structures are those of oppression.  As we unmask the outer most 
layers of the paradigm, we often find that when what is presented is deconstructed it often 
reveals the very opposite of the core beliefs, operations, and structures of the paradigm’s internal 
narrative.  
It is in regard to this last point we return to the initial suggestion that one symbolic event 
and a penultimate document illuminated the pre-paradigmatic world of 1983 and contributed to 
the later amalgamation we are examining as the current paradigm for public education. With an 
importance sometimes overlooked, Lewis Powell’s 1971 memo, often referred to as the Powell 
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Memorandum (1971) provided a discursive framework which allowed corporations to unite and 
unilaterally protect private interests, while placing public institutions under assault. It was this 
notion of assault that bridged the rising neoliberal framework to the warning in 1983 that “our 
nation is at risk.”   
For Powell also saw our nation at risk, specifically the private sector, which was under 
attack from a public being funded by “their tax dollars.” To control the outputs, the business 
community would need to control the message. This counterattack would continue well into the 
1980s as parallel discourses supported a confluence of reforms that highlighted the need for 
accountability and competition. 
    Three decades after the Powell Memo while our nation was at war in Afghanistan, 
President Bush and his administration restructured the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
with the two neoliberal discursive bedrocks of accountability and competition. David Hursh’s 
(2007) work on this subject highlights the rise of neoliberal education with a critique of new 
accountability measures that would have destabilizing effects on both unions and the profession. 
It is a reminder of how quickly a discourse can imbed its values into the social landscape and 
normalize that which was once novel and controversial. Over the last decade accountability and 
competition have only increased and become further normalized within the paradigm as pillars of 
education. 
The Education Paradigm in the Progressive Era 
To the extent that CPT is rooted in genealogy we turn to the early 20th century as a place 
where neoliberal roots are found tying schools to big business.  The Progressive educators during 
this period may best be defined as two disparate groups: the Progressive pedagogues, who were 
led by John Dewey with an emphasis on pedagogy and experiential learning, and the 
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administrative Progressives, who found that the school could be a place to address the social ills 
created by industrialization.  
During this period, vocational education emerged as one solution for providing greater 
social mobility while also satisfying the demands from the business community. This aim was 
taken up by the administrative Progressives, which left the constructivist pedagogical framework 
to a select group of educators and schools. If we trace the latter’s discourse we find a genealogy 
which has survived until the present state of education but has continued to remain in a 
subjugated position to those discourses tying the school to economic outputs.    
One of the more significant reports at the time, The Cardinal Principles of Secondary 
Education (1918) highlighted this tension between the pedagogical and administrative 
Progressives and emphasized new purposes for schooling. In the opening paragraph alone, the 
report uses the words “vocation” or “vocational” in nearly every line. Throughout the document, 
it is clear that the role of education had changed for reformers and had developed a much clearer 
pipeline to the labor market. It would be standardized and in many ways, centralized with a new 
emphasis on its relationship to the workforce. 
To support this new paradigm for schooling, the report (1918) offered seven roles for 
secondary education to play in the new paradigm: Health, command of fundamental processes, 
worthy home membership, vocation, citizenship, worthy use of leisure, and ethical character. In 
the section outlining the plan for vocational education, we find a new prescription for schooling 
and for the future laborer: to maintain the right relationships towards his fellow workers and 
society. One of the more significant words here is “right.” What, or rather who, would define the 
“right” behaviors, and by extension curricula, if not the business community?  
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It is rare for the paradigm to express such transparency when articulating discourses that 
privilege the minority. The competing discourses of moral and ethical dogma are simply too 
entrenched in the fabric of our collective experience to allow for such an egregious discursive 
assault. Nevertheless, if a reframing can present policy as symbiotic for the individual and the 
other, which is the laborer and his fellow worker in this case, then a new understanding of old 
ideas can foster paradigmatic shifts.   
Once a space which emphasized civic engagement, the public school would become a 
vocational institution that would “aim to develop an appreciation of the significance of the 
vocation to the community and a clear conception of right relations between the members of the 
chosen vocation, between different vocational groups, between employer and employee, and 
between producer and consumer” (Kingsley, 1918). While the dialect of these relationships may 
place ostensibly opposing forces in juxtaposition, the close proximity of one to the other 
provides an extension to co-construct a model that promotes an interpretation of the relational 
elements through symbiosis.   
To the extent that the report outlined the “right relations” between future employees and 
their employers, we must inquire into how this re-contextualized the school itself. If schools 
were to transition to meet the demands of this new paradigm, then relations in proxy to those 
found in the workplace would mirror the social dynamics, rules, and norms prevalent in the 
cultural practices of labor and management. 
Thus, the teacher and student would no longer be a model for social relations within a 
paradigm of civic engagement but of preparedness for the industrial sector. Furthermore, the 
implication for new relationships did not stop at the employer and employee but extended to the 
“producer and consumer” (Kingsley, 1918). This is a place to pause and consider how the 
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paradigm reveals itself. All paradigms leak their hidden intentions but do so rarely and in subtle 
ways. To compete with opposing models, the paradigm must conceal and layer distraction, and 
like a virus, must also disguise its most distasteful elements while hiding behind superficial 
discourses that are grounded in a collective appeal. 
Imagine if the economic implications were stated in more obvious terms; that is to say 
that schools were going to become institutions to train future workers and inculcate students with 
the values of consumers in a capitalist society. This critique is not simply Marxist but 
paradigmatic as all dominant paradigms utilize the most salient discursive threads from the 
social, political, and economic foundations of which they are built. The critical paradigm 
theorist, thus, chips away at the discursive fragments, once again distinguishing herself from the 
critical theorist.  Nevertheless, one must acknowledge the significant role capitalism plays as a 
discourse that has dominated and shaped the overarching western paradigm.            
At the turn of the 20th century, economic and political forces would find a meeting place 
in public education. With Progressive Era reformers responding to the effects of industrialization 
and trade on shifting labor populations, a platform began to take shape that would encourage 
policymaking intended to support the growth of business while also addressing rapidly 
deteriorating urban living conditions. In the public view, muckraking journalists continued to 
expose life both in and out of the factory and evoked strong political reactions as the calls for 
reforms grew. Where best to implement those reforms than in the public school? Classic and 
civic education could not survive in the new paradigm since child labor laws and compulsory 
schooling provided the movement with an opportunity to serve millions of children who were 
either working or roaming the streets.   
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 Leading the paradigm shift in public education were Progressive administrators, who 
advocated for more schools, the dissolution of traditional curricula, the institution of vocational 
education, and the construction of numerous school buildings (Tyack, 1974).  The Progressive 
pedagogues also advocated for school reform but focused their critiques on the relationship 
between teacher and student. While the Progressive Era education reformers are often discussed 
as a united group, there was a clear break in the paradigm. The administrative Progressives were 
making clear gains and began to restructure curriculum (with an emphasis on vocational 
education) and lobby for more "efficient" corporate structures to manage school systems (Tyack, 
1974).   
 The pedagogical Progressives made some gains, but they "had the most impact on 
educational rhetoric, whereas the administrative Progressives had the most impact on the 
structure and practice of education in schools" (Labaree, 2005).  Over time, the pedagogical 
rhetoric formed around the ideas of "constructivism," while efficiency and bureaucracy 
dominated administrative practices.   
 The majority of schools that were to open during this period were based on the latter, 
with large urban schools built on a strong vocational curricula that was aligned to the demands of 
industry. The pedagogical reformers were able to carve out a small niche, and they opened 
private schools that would come to serve the most affluent. John Dewey's vision of a child-
centered and inquiry-based approach to education would live within these small school 
communities, with the rhetoric of constructivism influencing the discourse of teacher education 
programs though not policy. While the pedagogues were held together by a "romantic vision," 
the administrative reformers rallied around their "utilitarian" ideas of schooling, “…whereas the 
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former focused on teaching and learning in the classroom, the latter focused on governance and 
on the structure and purpose of the curriculum" (Labaree, 2005).     
Unlike the administrative Progressives, the pedagogues struggled to articulate their 
philosophy beyond these “romantic” notions. Dewey continually grumbled about his fellow 
pedagogues and educators misusing or misunderstanding his teachings.  In fairness, Dewey’s 
speeches and writings lacked the structural mechanics, specificity, efficiency, and pragmatism 
offered by his counterparts. In addition, his writing and oration could be esoteric and abstract and 
open to varying interpretations. Nevertheless, the more one reads Dewey, he or she finds a 
reformer not opposed to traditional curricula but rather for a new pedagogical process in the 
delivery of content. Over and over again in Child and Curriculum (1902/1990), Dewey addresses 
the disparity between knowledge and experience, and instead of dismissing the former as 
impractical or irrelevant, he promotes a pedagogy that enables the teacher and student to co-
construct and integrate new knowledge by drawing on the experiences of the child. Dewey 
(1902/1990) highlights this dichotomy near the very end of his essay: 
Every study or subject thus has two aspects: one for the scientist as a scientist; the other 
for the teacher as a teacher. These two aspects are in no sense opposed or 
conflicting…For the scientist, the subject-matter represents simply a given body of truth 
to be employed in locating new problems, instituting new researches, and carrying them 
through to a verified outcome…The problem of the teacher is a different one…His 
problem is that of inducing a vital and personal experiencing.   
 
The administrative Progressives focused their efforts on a different dichotomy. With the 
dominant discourse of social efficiency, these Progressives looked at the disparity between 
classic and vocational education and promoted the latter as a means to “transform” society. To 
that end, the administrative reformers successfully dismantled history curricula (replacing it with 
social studies); eliminated the study of classical languages; and diluted math, science, and 
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English so that they would be “less narrowly academic and more broadly aligned with the diffuse 
social-efficiency aims of Cardinal Principles” (Labaree, 2005).  
The dominance of capitalist discourse at the time cannot be underestimated and 
ultimately led to a victory for the education reformers who wanted schools to offer vocational 
tracks to assimilate the indigent and immigrants while also readying them for the workforce 
throughout the Progressive Era. In the end, Dewey and his camp of Progressive pedagogues were 
pushed to the fringes of the paradigm, and experiential education settled into small private 
schools that would come to serve the nation’s elite. Public schooling had entered a new paradigm 
and was aligned with the interests of business and the principles of scientific efficiency. Classic 
and civic education were nearly lost in this paradigm shift, a paradigm which we are still living 
in nearly a century later. 
The Discourse of Crisis in Education 
 The following encompasses the literature pre- and post-ANAR and the current framing of 
crisis in education. After the ANAR study, a discursive turn redirected policy away from 
addressing issues of equity to focusing on education and its role in stabilizing the economy. 
Thus, the uncertainty of the era made public education vulnerable to assault from new discourses 
on competition and the role education would need to play in the global economy.  
In one of the more seminal texts of the ANAR decade, Ravitch and Finn (1987) used the 
data from the nationwide NAEP assessment to articulate the state of “crisis” in public education. 
Their (1987) work, What Do Our 17-year-olds Know, and Hirsch’s (1988) Cultural Literacy: 
What Every American Needs to Know came to shape this period and brought the left and right 
together in a paradigm of fear and perceived economic crisis. Articulating significant gaps in 
learning, Ravitch and Finn (1987) paralleled the ANAR report with a narrative that claimed 
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education was at its nadir and argued that the economy was suffering at the hands of education 
“mediocrity.”  
Critical paradigm theory moves us beyond the data of the era to the discourse of the data 
and reconsiders how data might be used as discursive production. Later, we will revisit the 
NAEP data and explore how relatively flat scores might have caused such upheaval.  Objectivity 
may well be found somewhere in the data, but when an interpretation is uttered, the subjective 
process of meaning-making begins. The iterations of interpretation must be interrogated to 
understand how a discourse takes shape. With respect to NAEP, the inquiry relies on an 
understanding of what the numbers reveal as well as their incongruity to the dominant narrative 
in relationship to the results.   
We might say objectively that an assessment was given to students of a particular age and 
was based on a construct of time that accounts for a specific number of days and a certain a 
number of hours and seconds in the given day to result in an aggregate, which is then divided by 
365 to determine the number of years. We might also say that a series of questions could 
theoretically represent some of what one knows about literature and history on a given day that is 
based on their selection of responses on a criterion referenced standardized test.     
 The notion of objectivity is an important one as later chapters will examine how NAEP 
and international assessment data articulate states of public education. To question the 
objectivity of quantitative data while also searching to find truth within myth may appear 
contradictory, however, if we consider it to be a subjective truth grounded in paradigmatic 
elements that define the limits of epistemology, then we may come to understand the 
functionality and practicality of a truth as well as how this truth creates an understanding for 
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individuals and the collective. This process can only be mediated through a serious exploration 
of the discursive underpinnings of the data and the textual production layered on the data itself.   
 With great consideration to the limits of the epistemology of standardized assessments, 
including both our practical and philosophical investigations, we acknowledge the significance 
of language and how we use words to represent reality. Wittgenstein’s evolution of thought from 
the Tractatus-Logico Philosophicus (1922/1991) to Philosophical Investigations (1958) helps to 
frame the issue of representation in language. The discursive games that Wittgenstein describes 
in Philosophical Investigations (1958) are no less relevant when examining data and our attempt 
to describe reality through alphanumeric transmission.   
If the thing is named and the naming of the experience treated as fact or truth, we are then 
forced to identify the relational elements to understand how the interconnectivity of these things 
shape reality. It does not mean that we are without words to define a particular reality, the reality 
of the reality, or the truth of the truth, although it might be better to name it the subjectivity 
within the objectivity of the things under investigation.   
What Wittgenstein discovered post-Tractatus-Logico Philosophicus and what I am 
pointing to here, is that language and the games through which language is expressed are simply 
representational. To the extent that we are representing any-thing, our limitations come in the 
form of delimitations placed on the interconnectivity of words. In essence, this is the paradigm 
itself.   
 Let us now turn to the second major text from the decade, which not only identified the 
growing education crisis but offered a prescription to remedy the decline of our nation’s public 
school system: E.D. Hirsch’s (1988) Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know.  
The education narrative of the decade so fully captured in Hirsch’s text was that our nation was 
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experiencing a significant deficit, which was becoming dangerous to sustain in a globally 
competitive marketplace. As a treatise on the decline of American culture, Hirsch’s work may 
help us understand why the discourse took shape in the way it did while also magnetizing 
disparate positions and discourses to the dominant narrative.   
In one respect, the education paradigm encompassed similar beliefs from across the 
political spectrum by offering a meeting place for critics to attack the institution, while using a 
common language that included the theme that “our schools are failing” and assertions that our 
economy will follow suit if we fail to do something about it. Education thus became 
problematized, and within that problematization, discursive elements from preceding paradigms 
were being eviscerated or subjugated to more dominant discourses.   
Returning to Wittgenstein’s “language games,” we find paradigms engaged in their own 
discursive play. Thus, when we say a discourse emerges, we do not necessarily mean that it has 
emerged for the first time. Paradigms have their own genealogies or genealogies of genealogies.  
They represent the present wrapped in a historical matrix of epistemologies and rules of 
epistemological production which come to define what knowledge may be produced.  
The paradigmatic confluence of the economy and education did not begin in the 1980s but 
simply took shape in new ways as the discourses of the decade came together.  
Raymond Callahan’s (1964) Education and the Cult of Efficiency points to a very similar 
confluence in the first third of the 20th century as the business community and school 
administrators began working together to satisfy the labor demands of a burgeoning economy. In 
very practical ways, the changing industrial sector required more from labor, and public 
education provided a solution to both the economic need for more significant training and the 
social need to respond to growing immigrant populations requiring myriad social services.  
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If we trace the Progressive Era genealogy to its predecessor, we might turn to the mid-
19th century education paradigm articulated by Horace Mann. The common school, which for 
reformers was a platform to unite the relatively new nation at the time, would be free, inclusive 
(along economic, not racial lines), and universal; it would be a place where children would be 
inculcated with civic virtue. In many ways, the aim was to create an informed citizenry that was 
able and ready to best serve the republic.  
In considering the potential impact public education could have on the nation, Mann 
ponders (1845):  
If we contemplate the subject with the eye of a statesman, what resources are 
there, in the whole domain of Nature, at all comparable to that vast influx of 
power which comes into the world with every incoming generation of children? 
Each embryo life is more wonderful than the globe it is sent to inhabit, and more 
glorious than the sun upon which it first opens its eyes. Each one of these 
millions, with a fitting education, is capable of adding something to the sum of 
human happiness, and of subtracting something from the sum of human misery; 
and many great souls amongst them there are, who may become instruments for 
turning the course of nations, as the rivers of water are turned.   
 
 In the first half of the 19th century, a “fitting education” did not mean access to upward 
economic and social mobility but a foundation for building our nation’s citizenry. The Zeitgeist 
wrapped in Manifest Destiny, was entrenched in a process of expanding, defining, and redefining 
America’s borders.  Thus, Mann's support for universal education was unique to the reformers 
who succeeded him five decades later. The problem to solve was not economic in nature but 
social and political. The nation needed an anchor for its growing citizenry and its newly arrived 
immigrants, and reformers found that mainstay in the developing public education system.   
 Despite opposition mostly from the Catholic Church and some conservatives who 
detested the idea of public financing, the common school movement was overwhelmingly 
popular (Ravitch, 2000). Mann’s crusade established a foundation upon which education 
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reformers of the Progressive Era would continue to build. However, when the late 19th century 
reformers took the baton, our nation was reeling from the effects of a second and more pervasive 
industrial revolution. What they found were burgeoning urban centers that lacked myriad 
services and highlighted severe disparities of wealth, which left multitudes of youth on the city 
streets. The Progressive proposals during this period were thus wrapped in a confluence of 
symbiotic reforms that attempted to ameliorate life for the poor and working class. 
The Role of Education within the 21st Century Economy 
To approach education, or other fields, through a CPT framework calls for constant 
contradiction. In essence, we must negotiate the paradoxical approach of searching for truth in 
that which we also frame as myth.  Thus, a CPT analysis is not simply an application of a 
particular lens to guide a deconstruction, but the initiation of a process through which multiple 
lenses are discovered. As we apply this to education we must take under consideration practical 
connections between education and the economy, while being very cautious of the correlations 
typically proposed between the two.  
Current post-recessionary unemployment statistics (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2017) provide some insight on this matter as we begin with the economic and discursive capital 
of “the degree.” For instance, non-degree holders over the age of 25 suffer rates of 
unemployment two to three times higher when compared to their degree-holding counterparts. 
We must therefore confront an economic reality which provides weight to the discursive 
empowerment higher education provides. While “career readiness” may offer a discursive front 
in education policy, a post-secondary degree offers a discursive entry into higher wage 
employment.    
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In The Undereducated American, Carnevale and Rose (2011), consider the current 
trajectory of the labor market with economic projections through 2025. Built on a framework 
that observes current trends in income inequality, Carnevale and Rose (2011) predict a widening 
income gap over the next 15 years if significant measures are not taken.  Carnevale and Rose 
(2011) conclude their findings by suggesting that the nation increase the amount of college-
educated workers by an “additional 12 million people” over the next 15 years (p. 34).  If this is 
achieved, they (2011) suggest there will be a decrease in the supply of high school bearing  
wage-earners, leading to an increase in both demand and income.  
Wolff’s (2006) Does Education Really Help? Skill, Work, and Inequality, helps us 
examine the economic construct from a different vantage point with the notion that 
postsecondary programs “will not substantially alleviate or bolster economic growth or labor 
earnings,” (p. 2).  Wolff’s (2006) true concerns are the 30- year decline in real wages, and 
growing class inequality. Thus, as we explore the benefits of postsecondary degrees we must also 
disaggregate the data to understand more clearly which groups may or may not be thriving in this 
economic-education paradigm and why.    
While the data shows that postsecondary earners generally make more than those who 
only hold high school diplomas, we cannot ignore the thirty year decline in real wages (Wolff, 
2006).  Thus, there are two major gaps to consider: The first, a gap between the top ten percent 
of wage earners and everyone else, a reminder of the plutocratic elements within the American 
economy, and secondly, a practical analysis of the gap between postsecondary and high school 
degree holders. 
 As we will address more fully in a later chapter, data, within any paradigm, is discursive 
fodder providing both ambiguity and hints of objectivity.  It is therefore not important to find the 
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truth but to construct meaning which gets us closer to the semblance of truth through which we 
might make sense of the paradigm. It is the penumbra of the eclipse which may provide a 
glimpse of the deconstructed model.   
I turn now to Domhoff’s (2006) Who Rules America? as an example of how one might 
peel back the paradigmatic layers of the construct under analysis. In his review of the political 
paradigm governing America’s social networks, Domhoff (2006) unmasks the “power politics” 
that shape America’s elite as he exposes the corporate web and relationship networks that have 
come to dominate public and foreign policymaking. Domhoff’s (2006) revelation of a “power 
elite” portrays a community that includes corporate partnerships, foundations, think tanks, 
educational institutions (from elite private schools to major universities), political machines, 
policy forums, political advisors, PACs, and trade organizations as well as our political leaders, 
who often emerge from a “dominant class” and are positioned to shape the very policies which 
affect the communities that molded them.  
  Domhoff (2006) portrays a world where upper class children are “prepped for power” 
through elite educational institutions, pushed through the ranks of private organizations and 
businesses, and finally arrive at positions of political and economic dominance. Domhoff (2006) 
points to the internal discourse of the elite, suggesting that “deep down, most members of the 
upper class think they are better than other people” (p. 75). In many ways, this is the greatest 
advantage groups in power have over others, and inside of a paradigm, this internal framework 
builds an external network for reproduction.  
 In Political Spectacle and the Fate of American Schools, Smith et al. (2004) also argue 
that economic and political networks are the dominant forces behind public policymaking, 
mostly to the detriment of the general population. Think tanks, NGOs, government agencies, 
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publishers, and politicians come together to construct a “political spectacle,” which numbs the 
public into supporting policies that mostly favor a small elite. In essence, the public majority 
votes against itself and yields to the interests of the minority. In education, the result has been 
policymaking that repeatedly favors the few over the many as the political show begets imagined 
“crises” that foster standardization and accountability measures to further isolate teachers and 
alienate students 
Progenies inherit not only DNA but discourse. It is through this inheritance where 
paradigms offer very different group experiences within the same paradigms. This is typically 
built on the levels of agency afforded to the individual within a particular paradigm. 
Nevertheless, it does not mean that one cannot reclaim agency as the paradigm is a network of 
discursive chains.  These chains can be broken, but one must step outside of the paradigm to see 
it for the first time and from that position, begin to create an alternative.  If we are to deconstruct 
the education paradigm a “stepping out” would include deep reflection and understanding as to 
the very purposes of public schooling as well as an analysis of politics and policy within the 
paradigm with regards to who wins and loses, in addition to exposing not only what the rules are, 
but who gets to set them. 
School Reform and the Paradigm of Change  
To follow the paradigm into the 2000s we find a confluence of ideologies and discourses 
brought together by an idea.  This idea, grounded in the narrative transmitted through ANAR, 
and one that had a genealogy in flux since the start of the 20tht century problematized public 
schooling.  It was that the institution of public schooling which the paradigm would now hold as 
the problem itself.   
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The school reform efforts that emerged from this idea led to NCLB and integrated new 
iterations of neoliberal policies into the education paradigm. This meant that structures that 
challenged the new systems of measurement, would need to be reconstituted or eviscerated. In 
this new paradigmatic phase it would not be the efficacy of measurement but the discourse of 
accountability which would take precedence. Within the paradigm discourse is king. As such, 
successful programs that are not grounded in the dominant discourse must be eradicated since 
they do not comply with the dominant reality, whose very existence relies on a series of 
thoughts.  In turn, ineffectual policies which align with the dominant narrative, may thrive.   
In Chicago School Reform: Lessons for the Nation, Woestehoff and Neill (2007) show 
how NCLB fostered ineffectual policymaking in Chicago public schools, which undermined and 
reversed previously successful reforms. Woestehoff and Neill (2007) expose the shortcomings of 
NCLB and the draconian measures that preceded them. The authors juxtapose these failures with 
the transformative initiative of Local School Councils that created an environment of authentic 
accountability and collaboration by all key stakeholders (parents, teachers, and administrators). 
This led to five significant support structures, including “effective leadership, school 
environment and culture, family and community partnerships, staff development and 
collaboration, and quality learning activities in the instructional programs.” Thus, we find new 
systems excelling not because they are effective but because they fit within a particular 
paradigmatic structure.   
In Radical Possibilities: Public Policy, Urban Education, and a New Social Movement, 
Anyon (2005) argues that transforming our urban school systems must be predicated on a 
fundamental (or radical) restructuring of the institutions and policies that have led to severe 
social, cultural, and economic disparities, many of which have increased since her publication.  
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For Anyon, economic equity is not simply an end but a platform to implement policies that “even 
the playing field” as well as “provide the financial base of support to urban families and 
communities that will in itself lay the basis for fuller child development and better resourced 
families and schools” (p. 71). 
To support this thesis, Anyon (2005) provides examples of programs such as New Hope, 
which have demonstrated that additional resources lead to an increase in the academic 
performances of students in impoverished communities. When a parent is not working a second 
or third job to pay for basic necessities, they have more time to do the job of parenting and are 
more likely to be actively involved in the school community. 
Anyon (2005) also interrogates the paradigm framing “middle-class” America, where the 
masses live at or below 200% of the poverty line, are overwhelmed by debt, and struggle to pay 
their bills (healthcare, quality education, housing costs, and transportation). Ultimately, Anyon 
calls forth a social movement based on serious and significant policy recommendations. These 
suggestions include: increased taxes on the wealthy and corporations, systemic changes to 
housing and transportation in impoverished communities, and a dramatic increase in the 
minimum wage.  
Anyon (2005) argues throughout her research that the current political and economic 
systems allow for the rich to get richer while the poor become poorer, with the top 1% of 
Americans earning more than the bottom hundred million. When one includes savings, stocks, 
and other investments, the income disparity looks even graver. Overcoming these economic gaps 
is surely daunting, and without serious solutions.   
Unfortunately, the wealthy have become only more efficient at transferring wealth and 
avoiding federal taxes.  Nevertheless, Anyon, has initiated the groundwork for a comprehensive 
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rethinking of the plight in urban education and has provided the initial platform to exploit the 
systemic abuses that must be addressed to effect change.    
 To fight along these lines is worthy indeed, but with CPT we must take this fight further.  
It is not simply structural but paradigmatic change which must be considered.  To fight the cause 
within the paradigm makes the critical theorist vulnerable to inadvertently confirming the more 
dominant narratives.  If we, thus, attempt to change a failing public system by creating more 
economic equality, for instance, we have already lost by the very agreement that the system is 
failing.  Language matters in CPT and we must be very careful with our framing.  Nevertheless, 
critical theory takes us very close to the edge of deconstruction illuminating where we must 
continue our work.  
Public Education Standards and Accountability  
While this project considers the paradigm shift that occurred in the 1980s as the turning 
point for the contemporary discourse on public education, one of its more significant strands 
emerged from the reform victories of the early 20th century where school culture moved toward 
alignment with industry and new forms of business management came to govern our schools. 
This has continued up until the current paradigm, which now intertwines accountability and 
measurement with economic competiveness and career readiness. The belief that our system is 
failing holds some of these strands together, but while the parts may make the whole, the whole 
does represent distinct parts.  
A work that confronts the interconnectedness of many of these strands is Berliner and 
Glass’s (2014) 50 Myths and Lies that Threaten America's Public Schools: The Real Crisis in 
Education. Berliner and Glass (2014) also parallel the fundamental thesis of this dissertation and 
the understanding that the current paradigm encompassing public education is framed inside a 
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collection of narratives, many of which are embedded with unexamined myths we have come to 
accept as truths.   
Berliner and Glass (2014) expose the mythology of a failing system and interrogate these 
“truths,” which have been produced from the paradigm’s dominant discourses. What we find is 
an overemphasis on accountability and testing with tremendous blame being placed on the 
teacher. The largest share of responsibility is heaped on the public school system itself, which is 
accused of failing our students.   
  If we are to suggest that the paradigm is myth, then we must acknowledge that there are 
discourses that provide evidence for its binary opposite. The successes and failures of public 
education live within a dialectical relationship wrapped in a paradigm. In very simple terms, the 
success/failure dialectic is found inside the dominant paradigm of the failing public school 
system. To offer an alternative does not eviscerate the notion of failure but reframes it inside of a 
new and alternative paradigm. Berliner and Glass craft this potential alternative by refocusing 
and reframing the problem of education as one of equity and opportunity.  
They (2014) cite Kozol’s (2005) research, which highlights how a segregated, post-
Brown v Board of Education nation continues to offer two very different paradigms for public 
schooling that are based on both race and class. This disparity contributes to inequalities amongst 
communities with highly disparate resources, including the cultural and social capital found in 
more affluent public schools. Are these two school systems part of the same paradigm? We will 
find later, with a review of the international testing data, that our more affluent school districts 
are achieving academic success in line with the top nations in the world. When coupled with the 
economic resources provided by private funding and property taxes, this creates an alternative 
paradigm to the dominant discourse and allows for a disassociation from the norm while 
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adopting the underlying critical framework and reclaiming the power that resides within the 
dominant discourse. Thus, we are left with a public school collective that sees itself as separate 
from the whole and as non-representative of the system. 
 Schneider’s (2015) Common Core Dilemma: Who owns our Schools? points to the 
construct of this narrative by tracing the discursive evolution from post-ANAR to RTTP. As the 
National Governors Association continued to build on the education “crisis” of the 1980s, the 
response began to form in the succeeding decade through a standards-and-accountability 
movement. Out of this framework and through collaboration with the business community, 
Achieve Inc., was founded, and the confluence of state standards started to take shape in the 
form of what would eventually become the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).    
Drawing from the language found in ANAR, the American Diploma Project framed the 
standards movement by attacking public education through a discursive line built on hyperbole 
and fear, and similar to the tone of ANAR, made pronouncements such as, “We have given high 
school diplomas in this country to a whole generation of Americans who cannot basically read 
those diplomas…” (Schneider, p. 36). To highlight the paradigmatic discourses is not to suggest 
we are without crisis, but properly identifying and articulating the problem is the matter at hand.   
It is without identification and articulation of the truer problem where an obfuscation of 
the more identifiable parts of reality are lost and an augmentation of the discourse continues to 
expand. Thus, as we transitioned from George W. Bush and NCLB to the Obama administration, 
a new form of the same paradigm emerged that would take the accountability measures 
introduced in the CCSS and force states into submission through President Obama’s RTTP 
initiative. While not required, state after state adopted the CCSS and more pernicious, value-
added testing models to qualify for billions of dollars in state funding.    
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The “truer” crisis at the time was an economic recession brought about by highly risky 
financial investments and deregulated financial markets. Nevertheless, vulnerable states in 
economic crises adopted new systems of accountability to ensure their eligibility for desperately 
needed funds. It is here where myriad discourses converged—neoliberalism and a push to 
privatize education, standards and accountability, career readiness and preparation for a global 
economy, and finally, teacher responsibility and evaluation.  
We return to Ravitch here as her evolution of thought on the myths framing public 
education led to a turnaround on the standardization movement as she has become one of the  
strongest critics on testing and accountability. In her book Reign of Error: The Hoax of the 
Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s Public Schools, Ravitch (2014) argues that 
the discourse for a failing school system has been exaggerated and insidiously used to push a 
market-based agenda. Ravitch provides an important example of a paradigm shift, as her earlier 
work (1987) emerged from the A Nation at Risk milieu to support the dominant narrative of a 
failing national school system. Nearly three decades later, Ravitch (2014), like Berliner and 
Glass (2014), sits in opposition to the dominant discourse, poking holes in a paradigm which has 
sustained the mythology of an education-economic crisis.   
While acknowledging the gains made by some charter school networks, it is the for-profit 
networks that present the most disconcerting case studies for Ravitch. Allowing for-profit charter 
school management, which occurs in 33 states, presents conflicts of interest and provides the 
groundwork for rampant, and in some ways legitimized, corruption. In a typical academic year, 
schools award myriad contracts, including those for new textbooks, technology, professional 
development, and support services. Without public oversight, we leave for-profit management 
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organizations to make decisions about what best serves children while also negotiating what best 
serves the corporation and its allies. 
 Returning to the more prominent discourses of the 1960s and 1970s, Ravitch re-centers 
the conversation on racial and economic segregation. To trace the authorization and 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to NCLB to the Every Student 
Succeeds Act is to move from a discourse of equity to school accountability to standardization 
and teacher evaluation.   
 Once again, within the current paradigm we find discourses that complement and those 
that contradict. Ravitch herself transitioned from one discursive framework to its counter. Is it 
that she changed her core beliefs, or is it that the narrative presented a myth that spoke to the 
very values which sat in opposition to its truer intention? No, Ravitch did not change, but the 
paradigm revealed itself.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
We think,  
therefore  
we  
are. 
 
 
Introduction  
 The paradigm of public education today cannot be fully understood without an approach 
which accounts for both a theory and methodology which first deconstructs the interwoven 
narratives whose aggregate mythologizes our current paradigm. Like the etiology of a disease 
which has been misidentified, all the known solutions are unable to solve a problem that does not 
actually exist, at least in its current framing. Thus, it is through the development of a discursive 
analytical framework where critical paradigm theory serves as both a theory and methodology 
for deconstructing the current discourse of public education in America.   
  CPT methodology is grounded in many of the tools of critical discourse analysis, but 
incorporates two distinct features.  The first pillar is a Foucauldian framework for discursive 
genealogy.  Thus, as we apply CPT methodology to the text we are not simply uncovering 
imbedded power structures but making connections which result in a significant matrix of 
discursive strands.  While these strands may appear historical, they are in essence genealogical.  
The second distinction is critical paradigm theory’s examination of narrative and its role in 
mythologizing the dominant discourses of a paradigm. This process may appear to be a 
construction of discourse, but it is in essence a deconstruction of the paradigm, chipping away 
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the episteme’s façade. Thus, CPT methodology is a confluence of discursive analysis, genealogy, 
and a unique form of deconstruction.      
Restatement of Research Questions  
I. How does the current American public education paradigm function?  
II. How do the dominant discourses currently shape public education, and what do  
their genealogies tell us about their paradigmatic development? 
III.  What theories help enhance our understanding of the public education paradigm 
in America and how can these be reconfigured and reconstituted to better 
deconstruct the current paradigm? 
Critical Paradigm Theory and Methodology  
In my initial attempt to answer these research questions, a new theory began to take form 
that not only augmented the original discursive framework for this project but called into 
question the efficacy of the theories, which at the time, constituted the foundation from which to 
interrogate the current discourse on public education. What I found in the more common 
approaches to understanding the public education paradigm is a dialectic that continues to pull 
binary forces together in ways that reinforce the paradigmatic myths shaping the dominant 
discourse itself. Thus, we are left with polar forces competing for solutions to a problem which 
only becomes further memorialized in the collective consciousness of thought through a conflict 
of competing deas.  
During the earlier stages of this project there was a significant pause which occurred after 
cycling through many of the same themes in education reform.  Ultimately, most rest on the 
fundamental and paradigmatic belief that our public school system is failing.  What if we are 
attempting to solve a problem in education that does not exist, at least not in its current form or 
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framing? This is not to say that we do not need to address very real problems in public education, 
but might we be in a paradigm that prevents us from fully seeing and discussing the reform 
which we most need?  At the end of this dissertation we may be left with many of the same 
prescriptions for education reform, but regardless of the solutions, CPT provides us with an 
opportunity to reframe typical reforms and reclaim the discursive tools needed to shift the 
paradigm.   
Conceptual Framework 
The following is an endeavor to articulate and conceptualize the penumbra of the public 
education paradigm, or at least as public education exists in the United States, within a 
framework that attempts to deconstruct the dominant discourses that delimit how we came to 
view its ontological, phenomenological, and economic role in the American psyche. What 
typically takes the form of the penumbra, that is, the paradigmatic elements of education which 
may only be partially exposed, will be analyzed and treated as the object of study. In essence, 
CPT will be used as an analytical tool and thus a methodology to deconstruct the current framing 
of public education as well as its genealogical roots.   The paradigm that is present also parallels 
the paradigm that is absent. Thus, the more we see, there is possibly more that we do not see.  
On the matter of seeing, let us turn our own gaze into an additional object of study. The 
theorist interested in critically uncovering paradigms is aware of her or his own delimited self 
and strikes out against the boundaries that were inherited and co-created in the development of 
one’s being. If we are to accept that reality is socially constructed and treat the social and 
epistemological as synonyms (Berger & Luckmann, 1967), then we must negotiate the 
oppressive elements which critical theory exposes within a given reality, in addition to 
interrogating, through CPT, the very construct of that reality.  
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Though poignant in its ability to cut the apparatus to pieces, it is not merely sufficient to 
apply a critical theoretical framework to a paradigm of study when its discipline might reinforce 
the dominant discourses of the paradigm.  For instance, if we are to say that public education is 
failing because of economic disparities, we have not necessarily lost the opportunity to address 
those disparities, which may in fact be a significant problem in need of correction, but we have 
acquiesced to the very context holding the paradigm and the premise that education is in a state 
of failure.  
 The ornithologist and botanist each study the habitat. What they see and how they see it 
differ regarding the reality of the habitat and also with respect to how each perceives this habitat. 
Nevertheless, one is still left with a habitat, ready for analytic dissection from the archeologist, 
ecologist, zoologist, and the woman and man of science and knowledge. The habitat is not any 
more or less what it is through more or less analysis. It is also not more or less of what it is not—
that which is unseen.  If education is our habitat then we use CPT as a methodology to make 
sense of what we see, as well as what we cannot see, not only as a theoretical framework, but a 
tool to deconstruct the ecology of the paradigm.   
Paradigms are like apparatuses. They encompass the discourses of language, systems, and 
structures. The paradigm, episteme, and dispositif are terms that may be interchanged, as all 
three identify direct us to the ubiquity of the apparatus and its ability to shape knowing.  Foucault 
(1965, 1969, 1970, 1977) and Kuhn (1962/1996) could rightly be addressed in categorical terms, 
as each uniquely chisels away at the apparatus, both acknowledging its presence and power.   
While CPT is influenced by Kuhn’s (1962/1996) theories of scientific revolutions / 
paradigm shifts, it is Foucault’s framing of mechanisms for discursive production which help to 
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articulate the power imbedded in the paradigm. Foucault (1980) describes what he terms not the 
paradigm but the dispositif as follows: 
 
What I’m trying to pick out with this term is, firstly, a thoroughly heterogeneous 
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, 
laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and 
philanthropic propositions–in short, the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements 
of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of relations that can be established 
between these elements. 
 
What Foucault so poignantly captured and what I am attempting to extend with CPT is 
the interconnectivity of systems, and the ways in which they are held together and limited by the 
paradigm. It is the fluidity of knowledge and power as well as their interchange or interplay from 
actors and those acted upon that discourse becomes both fixed and erratic. The paradigm may 
define the rules of interaction for the systems under its umbrella, but paradigms shift and with 
them systems reconfigure both their relationships and discourses.   
The Frankfurt theorists (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1944/2002) and their successors have 
provided a framework of interrogation which analyzes and attacks oppressive binary constructs. 
CPT may be applied in similar ways as a methodology but is more inclined to expose and 
interrogate the construct which holds these dialectics. 
The Hermeneutics of a Paradigm  
If the beings which encompass humanity (i.e. woman/man) are essentially hermeneutical, 
then paradigms become a confluence of myriad interpreters/interpretations that make meaning of 
a particular existence. This type of individualism blends with experience, intertwining multiple 
realities both intra- and interpersonally. I am thus a being who is constructing meaning and also a 
being who is negotiating the constructions of others.  
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As Heidegger (1962) suggests, we are thrown into this world, which is a world of 
interpretation and thus meaning. To be is to mean, and there is no meaning without being. How 
we make meaning and construct our reality is of great interest to the critical paradigm theorist, as 
it is only through identifying the constructed reality where humanity may return to its natal 
beginnings before it was thrown. This is the place for which the critical paradigm framework 
strives to return, as to deconstruct any paradigm, in this particular analysis, public education, 
returns us by way of deconstruction to the beginning.   
While Foucault may have placed power and the ways in which power produces 
knowledge at the center of his analysis, it is the extension from Nietzsche and Heidegger, 
particularly regarding Nietzsche’s use of genealogy, where Foucault’s framework very much 
hints at the phenomenology and paradigm currently at hand. It is through his allusions to the 
construction of reality in terms of the dispositif or apparatus that Foucault disjoins us from the 
structures of our realities to observe that which was previously unobservable.   
This is not to say that the prison, school or clinic were unobservable prior to Foucault, but 
to be extracted from these constructs and see them anew is the aim of this study, observing the 
machine from outside its cogwheels. We, thus, seek to watch the great apparatus spin, to inspect 
and understand who pulls the levers, and to inquire how the machine works when no one is at its 
helm.  How does the public education apparatus “spin”? This is what CPT exposes, as a 
methodology seeking to uncover the inner workings of the paradigm.           
Kafka’s Apparatus   
 I now turn to Kafka’s (1972) In the Penal Colony as the setting for paradigmatic analogy 
and metaphor, since the woman or man of today must confront her or his own relationship to 
both the paradigm outside the self and the inner framework which governs how we interact with 
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the world.  Kafka’s story exposes the death of a paradigm, in this case the final use of a torture 
device within a penal colony, as well as the relationship between an explorer (only referred to as 
the Explorer), who is introduced to the old paradigm, and the Executioner, who is struggling 
against the paradigm shift.  With only two additional characters, the Condemned (stuck between 
two paradigms), and the Soldier (guarding the condemned man), we find the interconnectivity of 
language and policy which hold a paradigm together.  
   The human experience is one where man(woman) seeks freedom and fights to break the 
chains placed on him(her) from his(her) thrownness into the world. Yet woman(man) finds 
comfort in its consistency. It is the inherited world, the world of meaning which most aggravates 
the inclination towards liberation. Woman(man) is the Kafkaesque Explorer, encountering the 
newness of unexplored worlds, possibly indifferent to the apparatuses that provide the settings 
for outsiders to situate themselves, and she is the Executioner holding on to the reality of the 
present, resistant to change.    
What is Kafka’s penal colony if not a crumbling paradigm? There is comfort in what is 
known. Man(woman) holds on to the past, especially the past of the present and maybe more so 
when it is the past of the future. Like Heidegger, a critical paradigmatic approach holds being, 
which is to say it holds meaning, in the present. In CPT, time is observed within a fluid space, 
and we must untangle the confluence of past-present, present, present-future, and present-past-
future.   
Critical paradigm theory and time: The present. This is the moment without 
adulteration from the past. The implausibility and near impossibility of such moments only 
contribute to the angst of paradigmatic life. It is a transcendental paradox where the tools needed 
to escape the maze are the very same ones that built it. All that I know is a result of my 
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thrownness in the world. Man(woman) inherits the frameworks for their knowing and then builds 
worlds of knowledge and experience upon this endowment.   
A dialectic of thrownness/independence not only prevents a greater synthesis but further 
binds us to the false consciousness of the contradiction. Man(woman) is thus a fish circling the 
reef, seeking an escape from the water. As such, only eradication will provide the freedom she or 
he seeks. This truth, which is one of the few genuine and inescapable truths, is something that is 
to be avoided or tamed, regardless of our inherited knowledge. However, there is no taming 
death, so man(woman) again finds himself(herself) in a dialectical trap of death and perpetuity or 
living in time and timelessness.  
Yet there is no death in the present, merely living and dying since death creates no-bodies 
and no-beings. Woman(man) finds herself(himself) in a present, only able to experience the past 
as it is repeatedly replayed and reconfigured. Thus, man(woman) is never truly in the present. 
The paradigm presents the only object to grasp, at the same time determining the limits of the 
subject who is eternally grabbing.   
Critical paradigm theory and time: The past-present. Woman(man) cannot know the 
past. While the past may be present or project into the future, it is never past. Our experiences 
are innumerable, and yet only a fraction remain in the present to shape memories of the past and 
the thrownness into the future. It is through a critical approach of the paradigm where 
woman/man may separate from the apparatus for a moment, allowing her/him to see for the first 
time.  
To see is an epistemological undertaking, knowing that we are mostly blind. It is to be 
suspicious of not only what we know but how we know. For how can we possibly trust such a 
fragmented and tainted past with so few remnants of what occurred? The artifacts might not 
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change, but we do. This is not to say that what has occurred has been eviscerated; as the shards 
of both memory and action have built the very structures by which we understand ourselves both 
as we were and will be, and remains in motion, folding and unfolding, while we search for the 
glimpses of the past within a word or two.  
Critical paradigm theory and time: The present-future.  In the rare moments where 
man(woman) has detached himself(herself) from the past and allows the present to unfold, 
he(she) can begin to project a future that is not given to him(her) by his(her) thrownness into the 
world. If humanity is to find liberation, this may be the closest it comes short of death and full 
presence, which is full presence while projecting, to some extent, our own thrownness. To 
reconstruct Heidegger’s preconditions for entry to being, we find a more empowering alternative 
to being thrown into the world and thus throw ourselves.      
If epistemology can be reimagined along these lines, then policymaking, which is truly an 
act of making meaning, begins to address both where we are and where we want to be. To 
reclaim the episteme is to produce a new regime of truth, such that the acted upon become the 
actors of change. To critique power within this new model is no longer sufficient. To critique and 
create is thus the aim of the critical paradigm theorist.   
Critical paradigm theory and time: The present-past-future. More so than the ground 
below us, this is where we reside—where all that has been created and is being created/recreated 
lives. This is the space we must interrogate, though not to uncover the past but to expose the 
present. By exposing the most dominant discourses of the past and embarking on a genealogical 
undertaking of the present, we begin to break apart the paradigm and allow for something new 
(or something old that is presenting itself anew) to emerge. Why certain discourses become more 
prominent than others is not necessarily the work of a critical paradigm theorist, but we do pay 
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attention to critical theoretical models and their extraordinary adeptness at breaking apart 
paradigms by chipping away at the constructs of race, class, and gender.   
Breaking apart the prevailing discourses allows us to perceive, maybe for the first time, 
those which have been dominated. They too must be deconstructed further. To begin again, and 
to see things for the first time.   
In the Penal Colony Cont’d. As man(woman) explores and encounters the world, 
he(she) learns the meaning of things. We return to Kafka’s Explorer, who learns the meaning of 
justice as it is presented by the Executioner in relationship both to the past (Old Commandant) 
and present (the colony’s current laws) as well as to the New Commandant’s future plans to 
change the system.   
To understand the law, one must consider the genealogy of the old law, which still lives 
inside and outside of the Executioner’s purview. As the Condemned awaits his punishment, 
which is the inscription on his body, there is hope of illumination and an enlightened sense of 
justice and also optimism that the Condemned will understand for the first time:   
Enlightenment comes to the most dull-witted. It begins around the eyes. From there it 
radiates. A moment that might tempt one to get under the Harrow oneself. Nothing 
more happens than that the man begins to understand the inscription, he purses his 
mouth as if he were listening...Then the judgment has been fulfilled.  
(Kafka, p.175, 1972). 
 
 In this paradigm of justice, knowledge is inscribed on the body, and it is through the body 
that one is presented, or rather imprinted, with the world of justice.   It is the Condemned in all of 
us which is inscribed with the discourses of the present that are furnished by the past, while we 
stumble into the future.   
 Man(woman) inhabits all forms as he(she) co-constructs and reproduces paradigms.  The 
Explorer is in observance, traversing the manifold worlds. Afraid to let go, the Executioner holds 
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on to the rules and laws, and is a slave to dogma and doctrine.   She(he) is the New Commandant 
who is seeking a paradigm shift, and the Condemned who lives at the effects of it all. She(he) is 
the Soldier, following orders without questioning. Ultimately, man(woman) is enveloped by the 
apparatus inhabiting the world within a belly of worlds that are waiting to be exposed and 
deconstructed. Woman(man) is produced. Woman(man) is produced again. Humanity reproduces 
again and again.   
 What is this engine of production?  Is it not normativity?  Foucault (1965) argues as 
much in Madness and Civilization articulating how normalization and standardization provide 
the greatest constraints within the apparatus. Man(woman) attempts to build the vessel while 
treading in the water.   The paradigm draws us towards its central themes, and our schemata falls 
into the abyss of epistemological entanglement.   
Paradigm as Narrative 
 I have referred to the paradigm as an apparatus, as the Foucauldian dispositif.  It may also 
be substituted for the narrative. If the paradigm operates like a narrative, then tearing apart its 
fabric—that is, its layers of myth and fiction, including its more pronounced tropes—leads us to 
an examination of the dispositif’s inner workings.   
This is what Kuhn (1962/1996) touched on through his analysis of the Copernican 
Revolution; however, it was not simply a scientific restructuring. The shift in thought was also a 
shift in narrative. The mythologizing of the geocentric theory did not simply place the earth at 
the center of the universe but justified man(woman), the most divine creation, as the central point 
around which the world spun.   
As man(woman) strives for significance within meaning, construction of the being that is 
the human, or what Heidegger named “Dasein,” creates meaning while also seeking a particular 
61	
	
type of meaning. The stories we tell define us. Man(woman) chooses his(her) facts and in 
essence, his(her) truths. Science has its place but must be understood within the larger narrative.  
Even fiction is riddled with facts, and our paradigms have empirical elements as well, many of 
which are conflated with their own unstable foundations.    
Consider Foucault’s (1965) analysis of scientific progress through the clinic and 
development of psychiatry. Is this a process of advancement or normalization? In the final 
analysis, it is normativity that reaches beyond the clinic to sedate us all. Thus, progress is not 
necessarily progressive. Foucault (1977) labels his task as follows: “I would like to write the 
history of this prison, with all the political investments of the body that it gathers together in its 
closed architecture. Why? Simply because I am interested in the past? No, if one means by that 
writing a history of the past in terms of the present. Yes, if one means writing a history of the 
present.”  It is this present through which we might find the past and the directionality of our 
paradigms.  
 Irrationality of the Paradigm 
Man(Woman) is not a rational being. We pretend. We conform. We move toward the 
norm. To live as a woman or man is to live with pretense. An individual detaching from his or 
her own paradigms is not a process of deprivation but one of liberation. We have named the 
world and in many instances have created structures that serve the interests of those with 
discursive power. These structures outlive their fathers and mothers, and their progeny continue 
to augment their position the world, and yet we must not be slave to these manifestations. 
To disrupt is to level the structure to its foundation, and alas we can build again. If we are 
weary of Freire's (1970/2000) warning, it does not have to be built again by the slave masters 
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within the newly liberated but by free individuals who have regained their humanity while 
resisting the dehumanization of the paradigm.  
What plagues humankind is our irrationality, and an offering of the rational does not 
eliminate the irrational. In fact, we often reject rationality in favor of narrative. Man(woman) has 
a predilection for metaphor and for myth. Nearly everything becomes mythologized inside of the 
paradigm. We choose our truths.  
Horkeimer and Adorno’s (1944/2002) critique of the Enlightenment, which serves as a 
foundational text for critical theorists, is a direct assault on these very constructs of rationality.  
The constructs and their epistemological dominance, which have a genealogy of at least 400 
years, espouse an objective reasoning that has wholeheartedly lacked both objectivity and the 
rationality for which it is so inclined. 
We are thus left with a subjective rationality that is self-serving and one that obfuscates 
the objective elements that can be found in the penumbra that CPT seeks to uncover. It is not that 
the numbers “don’t lie.” They very much do lie and form myth and narrative. Nevertheless, there 
is advantage to nearing the borders of objective analysis that paradigms can hide from our 
purview.   
Science does not begin with fact but with perceived fact that paradigm shifts expose over 
time. It is not that objectivity is introduced through such transitions but a new application of 
objective instruments of thought are reapplied. Each shift is an illumination in regard to the 
limits of reasoning and the exposure of subjective rationality. 
This is especially important to our analysis of power. To reason away one’s dominance 
through a façade of objectivity can only serve the interests of those in or with power, and there is 
no greater power in CPT than discursive dominance within the paradigm. Continuing in this way 
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has considerable limitations as the imbalance would, in theory, provoke a response that creates a 
dialectic of change, however, if one were to transfer the ideology or rationality of the dominant 
to the dominated and create a unity of ideas, then the latter would have nothing to resist. 
As it relates to this project, we must then problematize the very problem itself. That is to 
say we must interrogate the very notion that there is a problem in public education. To the extent 
that the failure of public schooling has been internalized, the solution for change can only further 
solidify the misguided notions of the failure in the first place. Suggesting again that critical 
theory plays a highly significant role is not to underestimate its influence in a critical 
paradigmatic approach. The internalization of dominant forces is evident, and as they mix with 
both myth and memory, they transform into an insidious and unprovoked narrative that traverses 
the networks of thought and knowledge.        
 By returning to Freire’s (1970/2000) dialectic, the augmentation of critical theory 
becomes more apparent. If human experience is one of internal struggle between oppressed and 
oppressor, then liberation might be found in an extraction of the latter to free the former. To 
begin with this struggle is never without its merits as the externalized power centers are rarely as 
dominant as those at the center of one’s thinking.    
The dialectic, through a critical paradigmatic lens, thus becomes a tool to disrupt the 
paradigm rather than to serve as the paradigm itself. It is often that we are without direct 
influence from externalized power sources; hence, the paradigm is to be treated as a complex 
network of varying dialectical relationships, genealogies, memories, myths, and paradoxes of 
freedom and liberation.    
A Dialectic of Self and Other  
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The dialectic of self and other is what shapes reality, but alas, it is the edge of no-thing 
where we find the essence of epistemology and the beginnings of phenomenology. What could 
be more phenomenological than drifting in the space of no-thing while encountering and naming 
some-thing? This naming and configuring of discourses is in many ways the narrative itself.  
A critical paradigmatic approach forces one to inch beyond the penultimate and to 
encounter what may only be gathered through deconstruction and the boundary of language 
itself, without signs or symbols. It is the place of dialectical contradiction and impossibility, to 
describe the indescribable. And yet, we must do just that. Nitrogen and oxygen. Argon and 
carbon dioxide. I am referring to, of course, that which we breathe but rarely see. We are aware 
of its presence and understand without this presence that we would lose ours. 
Stepping into nothing is like tumbling off the edges of the penumbra. We may only 
perceive a very small glimpse of what is or is not “out there.” It is unknowable and without 
epistemology, ontology, or form. The no-thingness of language is a no-thingness of sorts but is 
not the ultimate nothing. The shadow for that which is without discourse is the space where we 
may intuit its amorphousness and are left imagining, through our own fantastical machinations, 
what the world of nothing might be.  
Like light finding matter, our words attach to things. We name. We identify. We 
categorize. We organize. Reality lives in a state of both having been constructed and becoming 
constructed. We have it and then it is gone and returns again anew, and the past is imbedded in 
its sinews. To deconstruct a reality is to deconstruct a piece of confluent occurrence. The sea of 
change affects all within the ocean of thought and interacts with that which is above and below 
it. We may look at the entire reef or simply the gastropod, and attempt to understand how the 
creature moves, senses, and experiences. What is its experience of reality?   
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In very much the same way, we look upon public education, or rather, the paradigm of 
public education in the present. It is not a teleological endeavor but a deconstruction to remove 
that which has prevented us from seeing. Public education in this nation is not without need for 
reforms, but as we continue to write policy and implement solutions, the actual problems have 
yet to be fully identified.   
Research Design 
 In order to examine the current education paradigm, I applied not only a discursive 
analytical framework, but a mixed-methods approach that included a critical paradigmatic 
reading of quantitative data. The decision to look at the data tied to the paradigm was important 
to this study as the discourse surrounding data is often used to bolster the dominant discursive 
strands.   
 The following data are generally used as the national and international benchmarks for 
student performance and drive the discussion of our educational standing at home and abroad.  
Each assessment was first analyzed through CPT methodology to deconstruct the dominant 
discourses surrounding the data.  This required an examination of not only what the data tell us 
but what is said about the data.   All data sets were collected through the National Center for 
Education Statistics and then disaggregated to create the accompanying charts and appendix.  
The purpose of this method was to offer alternative narratives as we examine various 
machinations of the aggregate typically attributed to academic performance in the United States.    
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA): The PISA is offered by the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and is given to over thirty 
countries with sample sizes close to 5,000 per nation. With assessments in Math, Science, and 
Reading the PISA has been used as the international benchmark since 2000.  
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Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS): TIMSS is an 
international exam which tests students in both math and science and assesses younger students 
in 4th and 8th grade. TIMSS was first offered in 1995 and has a similar scale to the PISA (0-
1000), mean (500), and standard deviation (100). 
The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS): The PIRLS 4th 
grade Reading assessment is the successor to the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Education Achievement (IEA) studies from the 1970s. It is an international assessment with a 
1000 point range, 500 mean, and 100 point standard deviation.  
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): NAEP has been offered as a 
national assessment since 1969 and is often referred to as the Nation’s Report Card.  Unlike the 
three international exams, PISA PIRLS, and TIMMS, NAEP examinations use item response 
theory and are not scaled to a mean, allowing for long term trends data. Sample sizes for the 
NAEP are typically over 200,000 and the exam tests 4th, 8th, and 12th graders. 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES): All data collected from these 
assessments for this research project were accessed from the NCES which is located within the 
U.S. Department of Education and the Institute of Education Sciences, offering tools to analyze 
PISA, TIMMS, PIRLS, and NAEP data.  The data for all four assessments were disaggregated 
by both income and race with comparatives offered between assessments. Critical paradigm 
theory was applied to offer a meta-analysis of how the data has been used to frame the current 
discourses which dominate public education.     
In addition to the quantitative analysis CPT methodology was applied to a select number 
of documents and policy initiatives which articulate the more important genealogical strands of 
the current education paradigm.  These include the A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 
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Educational Reform report, the pre-ANAR Ocean-Hill Brownsville event which highlights the 
issues of integration and equity as a precursor to ANAR, and finally a chapter on teacher 
evaluation, accountability, and the standardization of our public education system.   
 These particular selections were included as they represent significant elements which 
illuminate the genealogy of the discourse which emerged from A Nation at Risk.  As previously 
suggested, genealogical analysis is not historical analysis, so while we may cover a lot of ground 
the purpose is to trace the discourse, as we explore the various iterations of the most dominant 
themes.  
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Chapter 4: Race, Class, and Control:   
A Prelude to the A Nation at Risk report 
 
Within each paradigm there are discourses with disparate genealogical roots competing 
for power.  These roots may, at times, be subjugated to emerging dominant discourses, but will 
live on in nuanced spaces as the paradigm continues to expand in some areas and contract in 
others. To understand the significance of the paradigm shift which occurred in 1983 we examine 
the competing discourses in public education which preceded it.     
In 1968 the New York City United Federation of Teachers led one of the largest and most 
contentious teacher strikes in United States history.  This was not a strike against wages or a 
union’s contract, but a reaction to a small community in Brooklyn provoking a paradigmatic shift 
in how schools are governed.  To understand the current paradigm, and its genealogical roots 
prior to the A Nation at Risk (ANAR) report, we deconstruct the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
experiment and attempt to reconfigure the paradigmatic shifts which occurred prior to 1983. Our 
analysis is not only historical but genealogical as the discursive roots found in the late 1960s and 
1970s would continue on into the present where integration and equitable schooling would 
privilege rhetoric over action.  
We examine the Ocean Hill-Brownsville event as it captured a confluence of discursive 
networks, some of which were, at the time, expanding, only to be reconstituted and to some 
extent subjugated by the neoliberalism of the 1980s.  What follows is an application of CPT that 
will help articulate the changing paradigm of 1968.  Despite the political rhetoric aimed at 
addressing inequality and the legislative efforts to integrate schools, the 1960s and 1970s found 
the same historic gaps in quality schooling and segregated communities prior to the 1954 Brown 
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decision.  Ocean Hill-Brownsville provides a unique window into how a paradigm shifts when 
discourses compete for power.   
Within the mostly Black and Puerto Rican Brooklyn community of 1968 we find a 
convergence of movements with a timeline that could begin as early as the 17th century, and a 
construct shaped by our history of immigration, Black-white relations, Anti-Semitism, racism, 
capitalism, class and labor movements, as well as the American ideological frameworks of 
meritocracy and equality.  The Ocean Hill-Brownsville crisis was an extraordinary event, and is 
just as relevant in understanding today’s paradigm as it was in understanding 1968. In many 
cities, including New York, segregation is as severe today as it was prior to the Brown v. Board 
of Education decision. Today, more than half of NYC public schools are over 90 percent Black 
and Hispanic (Fessenden, 2012), and many of these facilities are in high poverty communities, 
which are segregated and educationally isolated. 
     To address the complexities of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville experiment we cannot 
simply characterize the crisis as a conflict between Blacks and whites. Addressing the conflict in 
this way limits the scope of our interrogation, which is of the paradigm itself.   Race, class and 
power must be afforded considerable weight, as the interconnectivity of these three elements 
highlight the intricacies and complexities of the public education paradigm, but there are 
additional elements in Ocean Hill-Brownsville including the clash of narrative and myth by both 
the left and right which lends itself most conveniently to critical paradigm theory.   
 The following provides a timeline of not only the history but a genealogy leading up to 
the 1968 conflict.  Once again, these discourses are not limited to the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
events, but reveal elements of the pre-ANAR paradigmatic world of public education and its role 
in social and class conflict.   
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  At the center of this timeline, sitting between the 1954 Supreme Court decision to 
integrate schools and the 1980 election of a neoliberal president who promised to dismantle the 
U.S. Department of Education, is the most important study used by education policy makers 
prior to the A Nation at Risk report. Equality of Educational Opportunity, later referred to as the 
Coleman Report (Coleman et al.) was published in 1966 as a response to the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, and served as an attempt to understand inequality and segregation in America.  In later 
chapters we will explore the education-economic discursive construct and the trope of American 
competitiveness, however, to understand the development of the paradigm we bifurcate these 
two very distinct discourses and highlight the dominant position school equality held prior to 
1980.  
 In the report’s summary Coleman et al. (1966) framed their work around inequality in 
America, and the effects of segregation with the authors (p. 3) suggesting that “American public 
education remains largely unequal in most regions of the country...” In response the authors 
(1966, p.29) offer the following, “…the analysis of school factors described earlier suggests that 
in the long run, integration should be expected to have a positive effect,” specifically on the 
achievement of Black students.   
  Take note of the question asked by the authors (1966) at the end of the following passage 
and how distinct this is from what will be presented later with the questions asked in ANAR. 
Public schools are the principal means in our society for providing opportunity by 
developing mental skills and imparting knowledge. Their task is most critical for those 
groups which, through economic or cultural deprivation or social exclusion, are least able 
to transmit to their children the skills that will provide them with opportunity in our 
Nation today. In this perspective, the question of this report becomes a simple one: How 
well do the schools of our Nation provide such opportunity for minority group children 
who would otherwise begin adult life with a distinct disadvantage? (Coleman et al., p. 36) 
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Students of color were being politically, socially, and economically disadvantaged and 
the report confirmed what activists and advocates were in the midst of fighting for in Black 
communities. To the extent that things were not changing, the report (Coleman et al., 1966) 
spoke to the frustrations of Black leaders in both the North and South. Like the case studies in 
the Coleman Report, Ocean Hill-Brownsville provides a discursive study capturing the most 
dominant discourses preceding ANAR, including the 1954 decision which stated that separate 
was not equal, the role of the teacher (to be examined in chapter six) and teachers’ unions in 
school reform, and the emphasis on school integration and equality of resources for all students. 
The paradigm was thus, not pointing to the failure of a national public education system and its 
teachers, but to a nation which had failed to appropriately address the effects of poverty and 
discrimination in the century following slavery and the decade following the end of Jim Crow 
laws. 
1954 
The NYC Board of Education responded to the Supreme Court decision to end 
segregation by promising to provide solutions to integrate its public schools (Ravitch, 2000). 
While segregation is typically treated as a Southern problem, Northern whites were in many 
instances equally resistant to integration.  As an alternative to living in the same communities or 
having their white children attend schools with Blacks or Puerto Ricans, Northern whites opted 
for suburban migration. Some Northern white resistance, however, was more overt.  Bussing 
programs, for instance, were met with fierce resistance throughout the five boroughs, as white 
parents confronted Black children exiting school buses in a fashion remarkably analogous to the 
Southern response to forced integration.  
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The confluence of New York City’s segregated housing policies and the continuance of 
white flight throughout the Civil Rights Era made it increasingly difficult to integrate schools.  
Poverty, possibly more than race, made mobility nearly impossible for New York City Blacks, as 
opposed to whites who had the option to move from both undesirable schools and communities.  
1955 
A study found that the population of forty-two elementary schools were 90% or more 
Black and Puerto Rican (Ravitch, 2000). Not only did Black and Puerto Rican students attend 
segregated schools, but their school buildings were often found in the worst conditions, with 
underfunded school budgets and a severe lack of resources.   
1956-57 
The Commission on Integration continues to propose solutions to end de facto 
segregation, but the resistance by white communities was overwhelming. White residents had 
more economic and political resources than Blacks and Puerto Ricans, and white resistance to 
change proved politically insurmountable.  
1966  
 Just over a decade after the Supreme Court’s landmark decision, and the publishing of  
Equality of Educational Opportunity, schools in Black and Puerto Rican communities were not 
only segregated, but lagged academically behind their white counterparts.  
 Black parents and communities realized that integration was not possible, and lobbied for 
community control.  At IS 201 the Board of Education attempted to obfuscate the segregation 
issue by claiming that the inclusion of Puerto Ricans satisfied the commitment to integration.  
Parents and community members, no longer accepting of the status quo, demanded community 
control. In reaction to the city continuing to ignore the plight of underperforming and 
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underfunded schools the community pushed for the power to address these structures of 
institutional inequality themselves. This was a direct response to a public education system 
which had failed their children.  In short they either wanted the power afforded to white 
suburban parents or the quality of schools offered to middle-class whites.  Private schooling was 
an option for few, and thus provided no democratic alternative to compulsory schooling (Green, 
1970).        
Community control was not the initial aim of reform in Black and Puerto Rican 
communities, but became the last hope for meaningful change.  In the face of structural, political, 
economic, and cultural dominance, community-led school districts provided an opportunity to 
claim a degree of power and authority.  This was an extraordinary act in the face of the white 
cultural milieu: 90 percent of educators in the city were white, senior colleges in the CUNY 
system had relatively low enrollment of Black and Puerto Rican students, police policies and 
practices were discriminatory, school policies and practices were oppressive (Green, 1970), and 
rather than more closely partner with families, teachers lobbied for draconian means of 
punishment (this later excluded Black and Puerto Rican families from supporting the 1967 
teachers’ strike).   
 The UFT was ostensibly sympathetic to many of these issues. However, the parents grew 
weary of the union’s political rhetoric and wanted the power to hold educators accountable for 
their children’s education.  The transfer of accountability to community boards above most 
factors sparked a strong reaction from union president Albert Shanker and the United Federation 
of Teachers.   
A shift in power from the Board of Education to local communities would presumably 
destabilize labor’s leverage over the city and make teachers more vulnerable to layoffs. In 
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response, Shanker propagated fears of Anti-Semitism and Black militancy, and strategically used 
fear and spectacle to gain citywide support by alienating New York City whites from Black 
communities. The reprinting of an Anti-Semitic leaflet found in one of the Ocean-Hill-
Brownsville schools was not distributed to hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers to win a race 
war, but to maintain labor’s power within the city.    
1967 
The Board of Education moved forward with decentralization and created three 
demonstration districts to essentially pilot community control: IS 201 in East Harlem, Two 
Bridges (Lower East Side) and Ocean Hill-Brownsville in Brooklyn.  
 While Mayor Lindsay’s actions appealed to the Black and Puerto Rican communities 
they were received with suspicion and ire by the union.  This response was not due to minorities 
receiving more control, but the UFT being threatened with less of it. Not only would the Ocean 
Hill-Brownsville board later abscond with the right to transfer (and in essence fire) teachers, but 
“the transfer of authority over budgets and personnel from the central bureaucracy to local 
governing boards, many of them inevitably to be controlled by Blacks and Puerto Ricans, 
foreshadowed a revolutionary transfer of power not only within the educational system but 
within the economy of the city itself,” (Epstein, 1968). 
 At the start of the school year, with Rhody McCoy now in place as the Ocean Hill-
Brownsville’s unit administrator, Albert Shanker successfully led the UFT in the largest strike 
(up to that point) in American history.  The ’67 teachers’ strike demonstrated the power of labor 
in New York City and was a precursor to the ’68 strikes against community control. The union 
victory in ’67 was strictly contractual, however, teacher demands for greater disciplinary powers 
was perceived by Black and Puerto Rican communities as having racist undertones.  Thus, the 
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Ocean Hill-Brownsville demonstration district proceeded in the fall of ’67 by finding creative 
solutions to keep their schools open during the strike. Concurrently the UFT was consolidating 
the last remnants of union power, as decades of decline in the city’s industrial sector severely 
weekend the strength of labor.     
 The race and class collision of 1968  
 On May 9, 1968 Rhody McCoy, the unit administrator of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
school, terminated, without due process, the employment of nineteen unionized educators 
(Kahlenberg, 2008). While the dismissal proceedings could have been managed more carefully, 
the usurpation of power by the community board was an indication that an insubstantial 
decentralization policy would not be accepted.  This remarkable expression of political efficacy 
and social empowerment sprang from the zeitgeist of ’68, as well as the growing spirit of self-
reliance found in Black communities.  
For those running the city, race relations in ’68 were precarious.  Martin Luther King Jr. 
had been assassinated a month earlier resulting in riots in most urban areas across the nation.  
New York City had been relatively unscathed, but Mayor Lindsay and his coterie, including 
Superintendent Bernard Donovan and State Commissioner Allen, were especially mindful of the 
social powder keg nestled within the city’s Black communities. The eruption that ensued, 
however, came not from the community, but the union.  
Labor’s reaction 
 Shanker’s initial response to the Mayor’s plans for decentralization and later the 
community board decision framed the issue around class and labor: 
What you have is people on the upper, upper economic level who are willing to make any 
change that does not affect their own jobs for black advancement … What if you said 
give 20 percent of Time Inc. or U.S. Steel to the blacks? Who would be narrow then?”	
(Kahlenberg, 2008).   
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 While the Ocean Hill-Brownsville board was in the early stages of a major political 
showdown, Shanker had successfully led a major strike against the city and was positioned to 
dismantle any serious threat to union power.  To transfer real authority to the community boards 
would result in teachers sharing power with parents and elected board members hiring and firing 
educators.  Disaggregating power in such a manner would fragment the union’s stronghold as 
each individual community board would represent the most important political and social issues 
of their community.  To strike against parents and community leaders (as opposed to the Mayor’s 
office) could prove difficult, especially at the charge that children were not being educated 
sufficiently.     
 To understand Shanker’s rhetorical evolution throughout the crisis we begin with his 
initial charge against decentralization where he asserted that segregated schools would increase 
as white communities would hire white teachers and Black communities Black teachers. This, of 
course, was erroneous, as the city’s public schools in ’68 were 50 percent Black and Puerto 
Rican, with white educators accounting for over 90 percent of the teaching force.  
Two weeks after McCoy’s decision to remove nineteen educators thought to be opposed 
to the community experiment Shanker began to use race as a discursive weapon, and initiated a 
propaganda campaign to create anxiety and fear amongst white New Yorkers. Blacks in favor of 
community control would be portrayed as extreme Anti-Semitic militants, and the 19 as victims 
to authoritarian rule.        
 On May 20, 1968 and then again two days later Shanker published the following in the 
New York Times (1968): 
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Only You Can Save Our Schools 
 
THE FACTS: 
 
• Teachers and supervisors in Ocean Hill-Brownsville have been fired without a 
trial or even a statement of charges. 
• Teachers have been physically threatened. 
• Over 400 policemen were needed to escort teachers to their schools. 
• School buildings have been taken over by extremist groups using public  
property and tax money to teach children to hate. 
• Principals hired by the local governing board have prevented children from 
entering the public schools. 
• Teachers and children have been kept out of school by outsiders-not parents 
and community groups. With over 15,000 parents in the district, less than a 
dozen participated in the action. 
 
 
The Legislature's Decentralization Plan 
                  Will Mean More Of The Same. 
 
Don't let our school system be taken over by local extremists. 
Oppose the Legislature's Decentralization Plan. 
Phone, wire, write Governor Rockefeller, Assembly Speaker Travia, Senate Majority Leader Brydges today. 
 
United Federation of Teachers 
Albert Shanker, President 
Local 2, American  Federation  of Teachers, AFL-CIO 
260 Park Avenue South, New York, N.¥.10010 
 
 
 Shanker’s portrayal of “the facts” was not only wildly exaggerated, but imbedded with 
inflammatory language that spoke directly to white angst. As the conflict escalated Shanker took 
control of the narrative and used a discourse which painted leaders in the Black community as 
dangerous “extremists,” the police as noble protectors of the teachers, and the teachers who 
crossed the picket line, as radical pedagogues indoctrinating children with “hate.”   
 Shanker also used The New York Times (May 20, 1968) to attack decentralization and 
called on readers not to “let our school be taken over by local extremists.”  Thus, the UFT 
president associated the Ocean Hill-Brownsville controversy with the larger question of 
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decentralization and aimed to either stop it dead in its tracks or at least create a hollow policy 
that would stand as a token without any significant change. Shanker created a political spectacle 
to earn a win for labor, while using race to garner support from white New Yorkers.  
Media within the Paradigm 
 Throughout the struggle The New York Times, as well as other local papers provided a 
stage for the conflict. Often, Shanker would zealously attack the board, and McCoy would 
correct and refute the UFT president’s comments. Supporting Shanker was New York Times’ 
reporter Martin Mayer who provided possibly the lengthiest articles on Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
in May of ’68 and again in February of ’69. In both, Mayer victimized the union, pacified the 
Board of Education, and ridiculed McCoy and the board. This narrative fed into white fear as 
Shanker was portrayed as a heroic defender of the union in the face of a naïve and political 
mayor attempting to appease an incompetent and extremist school board. 
 Regarding Shanker’s actions Mayer (1969) suggested that “he was goaded into extreme 
reaction by an arbitrary injustice … In partnership and in print, he had long advocated a 
partnership between union teachers and Negro parents as the only hope for success in the 
struggle to improve urban education.” This ignored the discursive assault on the Black 
community and the narrative Shanker propagated that the board was run by militancy.  
 Shanker, of course, did everything to exaggerate the accusations of Anti-Semitism and 
Black extremism. Two decades after the ’68 strikes Shanker’s (1988) recounting of his use of 
race is telling:  
The anti-Semitic leaflet was …reprinted in large quantity and distributed around the city. 
And it was distributed because the, the author of the leaflet was, ah, was playing a 
prominent role in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville community…That was an important issue 
for the people of the city of New York to know that this was, that there was a good deal 
of anti-Semitism and racism involved ah, on the one side of the, of management in that 
district. 
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The author of the leaflet was not known at the time, and is still unknown today, however, 
Shanker’s prevarication contributed to the very insidious narrative which attempted to appeal to 
the white public.  By making it about race the real issues were obfuscated throughout the 
conflict.  Black and Puerto Ricans students were falling further and further behind their white 
counterparts. White New Yorkers did not want these students bussed to their schools and 
outright refused integration. If forced through housing initiatives whites could simply move to 
the suburbs or place their kids in private schools.  
 Throughout the crisis The New York Times mostly reported on the racial discord and not 
the deeper issues of economic inequality and resistance to integration, however, on one rare 
occasion the prominent New York paper gave a white Jewish teacher who crossed the picket line 
in Ocean Hill-Brownsville, a considerable number of pages to tell his side of the story.  Isaacs’s 
(1968) narrative is one of racial cohesion, courageous teaching, and an expose of the economic 
hardships endured by the student body.  Isaacs also provided a profile of two types of teachers 
within the school building. One was committed to creating a progressive curriculum which 
engaged and nurtured the students and the other, apathetic, disconnected, and bent on discipline. 
One such teacher reminded the staff at a faculty meeting, “our major function was to discipline, 
regiment, and routinize the children” (Isaacs, 1968). Les Campbell and other “radical” educators 
began to do something extraordinary, transforming a subversively racist and culturally 
hegemonic curriculum into one that revered African history, encouraged social activism, and 
fostered a pedagogy idealized by Freire.  
 Regarding the issue of Anti-Semitism Isaacs (1968) suggests that “The U.F.T.’s skillful 
use of this issue … intensified the fears of the liberal Jewish community and turned potential 
supports against us.” Isaacs (1968) continued, sharing his own experience as a white Jewish 
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teacher at J.H.S. 271, “I have spent up to 18 hours a day in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
community, and I have never experienced any racial or religious slur against me there, nor has 
anyone whom I have spoken, nor have I seen any ‘hate’ literature besides that which is 
distributed by the U.F.T.” 
 It is here where we pause to view a paradigm that was in flux and return to the notion of 
penumbra.  Emerging from the old paradigm’s chains was a transformative curricula and an 
empathic integration of educators and students helping a community claim discursive and 
paradigmatic power.  Resisting this change were the old discursive strands encouraging fear and 
anxiety amongst white communities tethering the paradigm’s potential to change.  
 The Winners and Losers of Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
 On November 17, 1968 the UFT called off its third and final strike after the Board of 
Education agreed to place the Ocean Hill-Brownsville board under state trusteeship. Officially, 
the Ocean Hill-Brownsville board lost all of the powers a community would need to run a school 
district, including the power to hire and fire teachers.  The union won the battle and the UFT 
emerged temporarily stronger, but in the process sacrificed the Black and Puerto Rican 
communities, essentially fracturing the city’s left.  
Eight years later a fiscal crisis would leave the union vulnerable to the city’s austerity 
measures which led to thousands of teacher layoffs and severe budget cuts to social programs 
which were helping the poor. This same crisis would be used by the neoliberal Republicans who 
would write it in to the narrative as a prologue for Reagan’s America, showcasing the liberal and 
unionized city as an example of inefficiency and waste. In the years prior to ANAR, Reagan’s 
cabinet pushed for the abolishment of the United States Department of Education, the economic 
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liberalization of America’s businesses, and policies which would destabilize or eliminate unions 
across America. A new paradigm had emerged. 
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Chapter 5: A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform 
 
  
A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform was published in 1983 in the 
middle of President Reagan’s first term.  At the time, our manufacturing sector was in collapse 
and offshoring signaled a very ominous fate for most unions within the decade’s shifting 
paradigm.  The displacement of the American factory was a major blow to the working class, 
while a boon to top executives who found new ways to cut costs and crush labor.  If our nation 
was at “risk” it was due to an economic policy that favored the wealthiest Americans and led to 
one of the greatest increases of income inequality in American history.  
 By 1983, in the year A Nation at Risk was released to the public, and two years into 
Reagan’s first term, the financial wealth of the top 1% grew to over 40%, while the bottom 80% 
was left with a meager 8.7% (Domhoff, n.d.).  Hundreds of millions of dollars were being 
transferred to a very small percentage of the population while postsecondary employment 
alternatives, provided by the manufacturing sector, were being shipped overseas.  The events of 
the early 1980s did create a crisis for the American people, but were our schools to blame?  
The ANAR report (Gardner, 1983) responds as follows: 
Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, 
science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the 
world. This report is concerned with only one of the many causes and dimensions of the 
problem, but it is the one that undergirds American prosperity, security, and civility. We 
report to the American people that while we can take justifiable pride in what our schools 
and colleges have historically accomplished and contributed to the United States and the 
well-being of its people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being 
eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a 
people.  
 
The ANAR report (1983) opens with a discursive construct intended to incite fear, 
provoking the reader to run through a maelstrom of potential crises. What emerged was the birth 
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of a new paradigm through which to view public education.  The next three decades up until the 
present have used the spirit of this section to build state and federal policy which has attempted 
to address a perceived crisis and the educational “mediocrity” which “threatens our very future.”  
If we examine the linguistic nuances of this passage we might interrogate the use of 
“our,” a possessive of we, which implies a solidarity, a false one at that. The deliberate use of 
anaphora in the succeeding sentence introduces the precariousness of “risk” pushing us to accept 
or replace whatever possibilities we conjured in the preceding statement. It is the very 
“preeminence” of America that is in question, not our education system, and it is American 
commerce and industry at stake in this report. 
For dominant paradigms to shift they must find in their audience not only acceptance but 
adoption.  It is not simply that one agrees but that one repeats, recycles, and ultimately sees the 
paradigm as the shape of reality. It is often that we ignore the most salient facts in place of an 
ideology or mythology, and find ourselves in paradigms with only partial truths.  To the extent I 
offer alternatives it may appear that I am substituting a false narrative with the truth.  To avoid 
this pitfall is nearly impossible, but through a deconstructive process we may better separate 
narratives which, under proper interrogation, become exposed as both fiction and myth.  
If I were to suggest that language is inherently flawed due to its subjective nature would 
the implication provide us with an objective alternative?  Neither would it provide objectivity nor 
truth as to critique language with language is inherently flawed, and yet we must ground our 
critique in some agreed upon reality.  Returning to the theme of penumbra we only see glimpses 
of truth, and yet we must ground the discourse in the agreed upon linguistic. It is this agreement 
which is repeatedly broken as the narrative appeals to the inner paradigmatic worlds with a 
thematic intoxication which inspires myth over truth.  
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Revisiting the Background to the A Nation at Risk report 
While we have examined the history of the paradigm in previous chapters we revisit the 
paradigm’s genealogical roots, augmenting the economic strands which were deeply influenced 
by the new forms of neoliberalism that would come to dominate the discourse of America’s 
economy in the 1980s.  To understand the report’s (1983) use of “risk” and the overt connection 
between industry and education we must trace the discursive strand which connected more than a 
century of disparate paradigms, in addition to examining how the dominant discourse which 
problematized public education emerged in the 1980s and has remained nearly fixed for close to 
four decades.  
The 1983 report was not the first time in American history where industry and education 
were presented in unanimity.  As early as the mid-nineteenth century, education reformers like 
Horace Mann began confronting the new economic-education realties. The common school was 
offered to industrialists as a way to improve the quality of labor as well as that of society, the 
latter representing a quid pro quo which, a century and a half later, would look remarkably 
similar, at least contextually, to the deal struck between Ted Kennedy and George W. Bush 
during the passage of No Child Left Behind.    
Prior to the rise of the factory the nation was organized around an agrarian economy.  
Education for most children occurred at home, in the community or at church.  With the 
explosion of industry in the late 19th century laying the groundwork for the most prominent 
phase of American industrialization in the early 1900s, education emerged as an asset to big 
business and a pathway to non-agrarian employment.  The expansion and growth of factories, 
coupled with an influx of immigrants, led to rapid urbanization and a new American metropolis. 
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Despite the beginnings of a school to work pipeline, drop-out rates were still considerably 
high throughout the first half of the twentieth century and not until after-WW II, with the 
expansion of the GI Bill, did K-12 as well as postsecondary education, solidify the connection 
between the economy and schooling.  
     While Horace Mann was surely responding to the early effects of industrialization, he and 
his contemporary reformers envisioned a common school system which would address 
challenges unique to a new nation. The common school would be free, inclusive (along 
economic, not racial lines), and universal, a place where children would be inculcated with civic 
virtue, built on a foundation of creating an informed citizenry able and ready to best serve the 
republic.  
The era was encapsulated by the paradigm of Manifest Destiny, entrenched in a process 
of expanding, defining, and redefining America’s borders.  It was also shaped by the emergence 
of industry and the harbinger of the deplorable working conditions to come.   The rising tension 
of industry and unions would encapsulate strands of immigration policy, women’s rights, and 
class conflict.  
 Despite opposition (mostly from the Catholic Church and some conservatives who 
detested the idea of public financing for schools), the common school movement was 
overwhelmingly popular, and Mann’s crusade established a foundation that the education 
reformers of the Progressive Era would continue to augment. When the late 19th & early 20th  
century reformers took the baton, however, our nation was reeling from the effects of a second 
and more pervasive industrial revolution, with burgeoning urban centers that lacked myriad 
services, and severe disparities of wealth, which left multitudes of youth on the city streets. The 
Progressive proposals during this period were wrapped in a confluence of symbiotic reforms that 
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attempted to ameliorate life for the poor and working class, while meeting the demands of 
business leaders bound by a new paradigm of scientific management and efficiency which 
redefined the parameters of skilled labor.  
 At the turn of the twentieth century the school was positioned to play an integral role in 
this Progressive / Big Business agenda. New child labor and compulsory education laws took 
millions of children off the street and into schools.  The massive overhaul and transformation of 
K-12 public education during this period led to the dissolution of traditional curricula, the 
institution of vocational education, and the construction of numerous school buildings positioned 
to serve the working class (Tyack, 1974). Not only were schools building vocational and tracked 
programs but becoming factories of their own, redesigned with "efficient" corporate structures 
for managing school systems. 
This framework continued well into the 1980s running parallel to a competing discourse 
on integration and equality which culminated in the Equality and Educational Opportunity 
Report (Coleman et al., 1966) and Johnson’s War on Poverty, but both were absorbed and 
corrupted by a shifting paradigm inextricably tying education to the economy. Thus, the 1960’s 
discourse that blamed economic disparity on educational inequality and academic performance 
was reconfigured and reframed to connect our nation’s economic ills with mediocre education 
and teacher failure.  
With a board of university presidents and private sector leaders including William O. 
Baker, retired Chairman of the Board of Bell Telephone Laboratories, President Reagan’s 
education commission took hold of and reconstituted this paradigm.  A Nation at Risk was 
produced at the behest of a president and administration committed to abolishing the United 
States Department of Education and unions throughout the nation. The new discursive brand of 
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American neoliberalism propagated by President Reagan and his administration should not be 
underestimated, as significant policy change is nearly impossible without discursive imperative. 
Thus, out of an administration warring with unions in both the private and public sectors and 
advocating both publically and privately for the abolishment of the U.S. Department of 
Education, came a report to “reform” the public education system.   
ANAR and Industry 
The report opens by establishing connections amongst “industry,” “civility,” and 
“security” while eliciting the metaphor of erosion from the decay of the “rising tide of 
mediocrity.” This is not simply an appeal to social and economic angst, but a call for new 
economic policy, while at the same time obfuscating the social and economic inequality, 
inequity, and great disparity that existed in 1983.  
 In the paragraph that follows the authors continue with their rhetoric of crisis and 
continue to expand on the earlier implication regarding our nation’s security. 
  If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre 
educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act 
of war. 
  
 The use of bellicose rhetoric has never been alien to the neoliberal discourse. That the 
free market discourse shares so many of the signs and symbols expressed in a wartime paradigm 
directs us to the overarching American construct of exceptionalism, competition, and in many 
ways divinity.  America as a “chosen nation” followed a very early discursive line for Puritan 
morality coupled with a Protestant work ethic, which must be recognized in the dominant 
paradigm of crisis and failure in public education.  
 The power of the paradigm rests in imagination.  Thus, in the midst of the Cold War, 
fantasies of being attacked by a “foreign power” directly spoke to the anxiety of the era.  Posing 
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two parallel, but unique discourses, the Cold War enemy is replaced by our military allies, and 
economic competitors.   
 Who is to blame for this decline? We find an answer in the following: 
As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves…We have, in effect, 
been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament. 
 
 Rather than place the blame on ineffectual policies, economic inequality, and politics 
which favored the few, blame everyone, including the victims.  If it is all of us, then of course, 
we must include every oppressed group…. every factory worker and their sons and daughters, 
the poor, the disabled, and anyone who has put our nation at “risk” of no longer being 
“preeminent.”  We have carried out “educational disarmament,” a metaphor that implies that we 
are at war.  This was not a Cold War (or a “hot war” for that matter) but a trade war.  Millions of 
jobs were being shipped overseas and rather than blame neoliberal economic policies the 
language of war obfuscated the root causes of economic decline and the extraordinary transfer of 
wealth. 
America's position in the world may once have been reasonably secure with only 
a few exceptionally well-trained men and women. It is no longer.  
 
The risk is not only that the Japanese make automobiles more efficiently than 
Americans and have government subsidies for development and export. It is not 
just that the South Koreans recently built the world's most efficient steel mill, or 
that American machine tools, once the pride of the world, are being displaced by 
German products. It is also that these developments signify a redistribution of 
trained capability throughout the globe (Gardner, 1983). 
 
Despite the Cold War rhetoric insinuated earlier in the text, particularly the 
militaristic allusions, we find that new “enemies” emerge, though not from Soviet bloc nations, 
which at the time were the greater threat, but from military allies whose development and 
progress were viewed with suspicion and hostility. Japanese automobiles, South Korean steel 
mills, and the nondescript German products were the economic weapons offered as the true 
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threat to the very security of America’s position in the world.  This rhetoric explained away the 
costs of Reagan’s economic policies and his administration’s neoliberal programs for political 
change.   
 In this transition the authors augment the discourse of Cold War policy to reclaim and 
integrate it into the larger economic neoliberal matrix.  A discursive bait and switch lures the 
reader into the typical Cold War metaphors and then replaces the very players elicited by the 
rhetorical construction. It is the tail end of the rhetorical scheme that obfuscates the very nature 
of the device, which is infused with language inspiring fear.  What is this fear if not one of 
death? Is it not the very end of America which now frightens us?  Let us return to the anaphoric 
schema, the trope of unity, and the synonymy used earlier – All – Our – Our – America. Has it 
not taken the discourse back to the very foundation of the neoliberal framework?  Thus, industry 
and commerce have been kept on the periphery but now become available metonyms.  Maybe it 
is metonymy and not synonymy now forming the discourse.  “Our” stands in for “we,” America 
for “all,” and lastly “industry” for America.  
The trope of America as freedom has two discursive lines. The first, as freedom from 
tyranny and the second, as economic freedom (free trade, free market, or laissez faire).  What we 
find in the A Nation at Risk report is not a treatise on education reform so much as a defense of 
our economic competitiveness, with failed neoliberal policies heaped on public schooling and 
unionized teachers. The Jeffersonian vision of schooling was not only being subjugated but 
eviscerated, as civic education would have no place in the new relationship between the school 
and big business.  
America was the wealthiest nation before, during, and after the report’s publication, and 
today our GDP stands at over $18 trillion, more than double China, which is ranked second, and 
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considerably higher than any “competing” nation identified in A Nation at Risk. The rhetoric of 
economic uncertainty and its inextricable connection to education has continued for the last 
thirty years and can now be found in new discursive forms of education reform with both NCLB 
and Race to the Top continuing neoliberal discourses of accountability and measurement.  
 With A Nation at Risk (1983) we find the call to preserve our economic dominance which 
is further revealed as the very focus of education reform and the defense of American 
preeminence.  
If only to keep and improve on the slim competitive edge we still retain in world 
markets, we must dedicate ourselves to the reform of our educational system for 
the benefit of all--old and young alike, affluent and poor, majority and minority. 
 
 Once again our “competitive edge” is not “slim” nor was it so when the report was 
composed. Furthermore, there is an imbedded assumption integral to the neoliberal discourse 
now revealed, that if we perform better economically it will benefit both “affluent and poor.” 
Once again the authors apply the thematic of unity as it is “for the benefit of all.”  The 
assumption, while problematic, is built on another questionable assumption that education 
reform will lead to economic gain. At the time the opposite was occurring as those in the top 
socioeconomic percentile continued to grab a larger percentage of the pie.  
Despite the report’s continuous accusation that schools were deteriorating, student 
performance, year over year, was (and still is) relatively flat with some areas of improvement on 
national exams. NAEP scores (which we will look at more carefully in the succeeding chapter), 
which serve as the nation’s report card for K-12 education, and provide a much better scope of 
how all students are performing, reveal the remarkable stability over the last four decades. The 
trend of 17 year olds reading scores is one of the many instances of competing narratives 
regarding student performance.  In 1971, average NAEP reading scores were 285; a decade later, 
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285, and just over twenty years after that…285 (Rampey, Dion, & Donahue, 2009). 
Prevarication not exaggeration may be the more appropriate accusation here as all indicators 
including economic data showed a wealthy nation with a stable education system becoming 
wealthier.  Where we were failing, was in fact, where we continue to fail, as schools continue to 
be inequitably funded based on race and class. 
 
Our concern, however, goes well beyond matters such as industry and commerce. 
It also includes the intellectual, moral, and spiritual strengths of our people which 
knit together the very fabric of our society. The people of the United States need 
to know that individuals in our society who do not possess the levels of skill, 
literacy, and training essential to this new era will be effectively disenfranchised, 
not simply from the material rewards that accompany competent performance, but 
also from the chance to participate fully in our national life (Gardner, 1983). 
 
 
 This final passage is illustrative of the threat being delivered by the power-knowledge 
brokers and the captains of industry.  Develop the “skills” required by companies in the new 
economy, an economy changed by industry leaders eviscerating the manufacturing sector and 
dismantling unions, or you “will be effectively disenfranchised … from the chance to participate 
fully in our national life.” Blame in this new paradigm would fall on the worker as well as the 
student.   
A Nation at Risk marks not the end of our nation’s educational “mediocrity,” but the 
beginning of a new purpose for public schooling.  Civic development and government 
participation would be pushed to the periphery so that an economic–education alignment could 
be cemented.  The role of big business in education was not new, but the boldness of the new 
order was and still is remarkable, as a century of competing discourses, which had previously 
enjoyed some parity, would come to an end. That public education was repurposed through an 
economic lens was not new, as many of these discursive elements were festering for decades, 
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however, when the tide turned, it took with it dominant discourses which had not yet been fully 
pieced together.  Once united the new paradigm became a generative machine: standardization in 
the 1990s, NCLB (2002), and RTTP (2009).    
Discourses are not only produced, but are themselves generative.  Over the last three 
decades the discursive formations expressed in A Nation at Risk have become more pronounced.  
“Education for the global economy,” “21st century skills,” and “college and career readiness” 
now dominate the new lexicon, as Race to the Top has cemented, through value added models 
and new accountability systems, the systemic change fostered by A Nation at Risk.   
It is not the discourse being constructed by history, ideology or society, but the paradigm 
itself, as an experience creating experience, a reality shaping and bending realities, normalizing 
our meaning making systems and establishing generative power structures, that has obliterated 
conflicting world views as well as the civic liberty and democratic formations once an important 
pillar of the nation’s education system. 
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 Chapter 6: Teacher Evaluation in the Current Paradigm 
 
The following chapter was originally published in O’Hara’s (eds.) Teacher Evaluation: The 
charge and the Challenges (Froner & Michelli, 2015). This iteration is presented through a 
critical paradigmatic retelling of teacher evaluation and its significance with regards to 
understanding the public education construct.  
 
Democracy cannot flourish where the chief influences in selecting subject matter of 
instruction are utilitarian ends narrowly conceived for the masses, and, for the higher 
education of the few, the traditions of a specialized cultivated class. The notion that the 
"essentials" of elementary education are the three R's mechanically treated, is based 
upon ignorance of the essentials needed for realization of democratic ideals. 
Unconsciously it assumes that these ideals are unrealizable; it assumes that in the future, 
as in the past, getting a livelihood, "making a living," must dignify for most men and 
women doing things which are not significant, freely chosen, and ennobling to those who 
do them; doing things which serve ends unrecognized by those engaged in them, carried 
on under the direction of others for the sake of pecuniary reward. 
 
John Dewey, Democracy and Education  
 
To fully understand the American public education paradigm requires that we also 
interrogate the economic and utilitarian discourses for schooling, as well as the role of 
measurement and accountability.  The current paradigm has been built on discursive strands 
which cohabitate unique spaces of contradiction and conflict.  In its paradigmatic form these 
disparate parts contribute to a precarious and mostly apocryphal narrative which interconnects 
varying parts and, in turn, proposes myth as fact.  
In our current form the nation finds itself with myriad teacher evaluation systems steeped 
in genealogical roots tracing lines of discourse which have placed blame on teachers for the 
perceived failure (a signifier which offers one of the most poignant weapons for discursive 
assault) of our public education system.  In turn, systems of accountability and imprecise 
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measurement have emerged to address a narrative of teacher incompetency.  Despite 
overwhelming research pointing to the unreliability of these measurements, the discourse of 
accountability has propelled these systems forward as they have come to dominate the current 
public education paradigm.  
As public schools have settled into the paradigm’s normalization of a myriad of teacher 
evaluations including the standardization and in many ways nationalization of our education 
system—educators (including those in pre-service programs) find themselves under a discursive 
umbrella of a public education culture of accountability, measurement, and general mistrust of 
public educators.  Furthermore, teacher educators continue to confront how these new forms of 
assessment are being used in the evaluation of teacher education programs.  As public K-12 
schools are now commonly framed inside of global economic constructs, it appears that the 
overutilization of teacher evaluation models tied to state examinations are forcing out the last 
remnants of the earliest civic purposes for public schooling. 
This is not to say that the current forms of standardization including local and state 
assessments are necessarily the problem in and of themselves, but when they are used as 
draconian tools to reveal that which was not a problem in the first place, what is left is a 
discursive assault on teachers resulting in labor’s angst as well as demoralizing structures which 
destroy school cultures.   
It is this framework of demoralization, which in often unexplored crevices, runs counter 
to the very paradigmatic objectives themselves. A school to work pipeline slave to corporate 
interests might find new efficacy in a rethinking of how the system decontextualizes the 
profession, and leaves educators without their most significant intentions and motivations to 
pursue this vocation we call teaching.  In the final estimate we are left with a façade and 
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spectacle, which neither identifies nor removes the very suspects who are failing our children 
and in turn wraps the profession in a dispirited malaise where the pernicious walk towards self-
termination becomes inevitable for some, with those remaining in the classroom living under 
constant discursive assault.  
The value-added models that were recalibrated under Race to the Top, and which are now 
standard practice in most states, have proven inherently problematic and unreliable when used to 
make judgments of individual educators (Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, & 
Rothstein, 2012; Amrein-Beardsley, 2008; Ladd & Walsh, 2002).  Assessment within public 
education has become increasingly centered on high stakes examinations and components that 
are not easily measured become undervalued. Furthermore, the effect of the current emphasis on 
high stakes assessment jeopardizes the culture and climate of schools by increasing undue 
stressors for principals, teachers, and students, distracting school communities from myriad 
opportunities to create, learn, and ultimately, to imagine.  It is with the latter where our current 
paradigm presents the greatest assault as it propels the death of imagination in and outside of the 
classroom.    
The Genealogical Roots of Teacher Evaluation  
 The current discourse on teacher evaluation is essentially a matter of how the paradigm 
constructs measurement.  Teacher effectiveness did not begin with No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) and its successor Race to the Top (RTTT) but dates back to the early 1900s when 
scientific management swept the private sector and infiltrated our schools (Callahan, 1962).  The 
“cult of efficiency” touched everything and buoyed the reforms of the Progressive 
administrators, who viewed the school as a medium to reform society.  In the end the 
Progressives built large comprehensive public schools lacking both the spirit from the classic 
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curricula which preceded it, and the creativity and inquiry based approaches fostered by Dewey’s 
pedagogues (Labaree, 2005).  
Like the reformers of the 2000s those of the early 1900s sought to effect change through 
the school.  The paradox which the left must confront, if the paradigm is to be reconstituted, is 
that the underlying assumption to achieving equitable schooling is economic opportunity.  A 
hundred years apart and the charter school education reformers and Progressive administrators 
look quite similar.  This is not a political left/right dialectic but a paradigm for change with 
unexamined contradiction.   To understand the paradigm we must move beyond a critical 
theoretical framework which interrogates the economic implications for schooling while ignoring 
the economic opportunity higher education provides. CPT allows us to critique this nuance in 
more comprehensive ways by acknowledging this particular construct of reality which lives 
within the paradigm.    
The alignment we find today between the private sector and public schools was arguably 
augmented during this Progressive period as curricular reform led to policies aligned with 
business interests, including the removal of Greek and Latin, which were replaced with 
vocational programs.  The comprehensive factory-like high schools continued well into the 
1980s when our manufacturing sector collapsed and the advent of the knowledge economy 
required a rethinking of public education and postsecondary training.   
The second dominant discourse emerging out of the post-Progressive era and continuing 
into the second half of the 20thth century was the issue of equity.  The 1954 Brown v. Board of 
Education decision marked a major turning point in integration and the belief that separate was 
not equal.  This was followed by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, 
the Higher Education Act (HEA) in that same year, and the Individuals with Disabilities 
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Education Act (IDEA) of 1975.  It can be argued that all were established to further equal 
opportunities for educational achievement.  
The Equality of Educational Opportunity report (Coleman et al.)  published in 1966, 
emerged from the decade’s milieu, finding that economic conditions played the most significant 
role in student achievement.  The report (1966) also suggested that beyond socioeconomic 
limitations, teachers provided the greatest opportunity to effect change within schools. Seriously 
addressing economic inequality did not fit within the shifting paradigm but directing attention on 
the teacher would fit within a dialectic where the teacher would be framed as both the problem 
and potential solution.   This led to decades of research on teacher effectiveness, the growth of 
value-added models / measurements (VAMs), and most recently, econometric education studies 
which measure students’ future economic gains correlated with their teachers’ VAM scores 
(Chetty, Friedman, & Rockoff, 2011;  Hanushek,  2008; Haycock & Crawford, 2008; Hanushek 
& Rivkin, 2005; Hopkins & Stern, 1996).  
Quantitative research in this field built on regression analysis which correlates student 
test scores and future earnings, was then used to bolster the 21stst century economic-education 
discourse (Chetty et al., 2011; Hanushek, 2010) on the monetary value attributed to quality 
teaching.  The underlying assumptions in such studies have been that effective teachers produce 
higher student test scores and higher test scores yield more economic opportunities, resulting in 
higher future earnings for students.  The results often produce gross exaggerations and 
misleading economic implications. It is this use of hyperbole and the misuse of quantitative 
measurements which further exposes how the current paradigm emerged.  
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Teacher Evaluation Systems and Emerging Constructs for Public Schooling 
New teacher evaluation systems have infiltrated nearly every element of public 
education, including pre-service teacher education programs. A general lack of resistance to the 
new measurements beyond very sparse protests and academic critiques has been met with an 
extraordinary economic, political, and social construct which has only solidified rigid structures 
for teacher accountability.  Systematized and concretized, the art of the possible is being 
eviscerated in public school classrooms by narrow and rigid discourses that dominate the current 
paradigm.  
Value-added models (VAMs), new teacher performance assessments, and teacher 
evaluation systems have provided frameworks to both define and measure teacher effectiveness. 
As the teacher evaluation systems coalesce and align, a construct of teacher accountability has 
ignited a power transfer from our public schools and schools of education to government 
bureaucracies and private entities.  From schools led by educators we are moving to a reliance on 
algorithms and measurement tools which fall very far from accurately measuring either teacher 
effectiveness or student growth.  
These students are learning and those are not.  These teachers are effective and those are 
not.  These programs to prepare teachers are effective and these others are not. Simplification 
and generalization are the masters of measurement in today’s paradigm, but what are we 
measuring if not a teacher’s ability to teach to a test, and we are not even measuring that with 
much accuracy as we ineffectually reduce effectiveness to student growth on multiple choice 
exams.  Why would we want to measure effectiveness in this way?   
State examinations typically assess Math and Reading skills, so what happens to other 
subjects in this paradigm? Is there a place for art, history, philosophy, music, science…?  Would 
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a teacher not be rewarded by eliminating all of these subjects in favor of those covered on the 
standardized exam?  What role does literature now play in curricula except for the presentation 
of abridged and decontextualized passages which ask students to do “find the answer”? What are 
the essential skills other than understanding how to effectively respond to test questions?  Is this 
not madness? Is this not the opposite of good science?   
If the dominant discourse on such things is that evaluative measurements are scientific 
then let us turn to the research. What we find is that VAMs have margins of errors so wide that 
an ineffective teacher might in fact be very effective and an effective teacher might be 
thoroughly ineffective, depending on the error or variables absent from the algorithm (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2012; Briggs & Domingue, 2011). This, of course, has not stopped pundits 
from calling for the release of teacher ratings and scores to be published for school districts and 
individual schools.   
In the current paradigm we have an environment of mistrust, competition, and at times 
disdain for educators, a culture often absent in many other developed nations. Finland, a nation 
cited as an exemplar in public education, has only one major standardized test and the 
responsibility of student assessment is afforded to educators, who enjoy a highly regarded status 
shared with the Nordic nation’s doctors and lawyers. The teachers, not the state, oversee student 
progress, the design of rigorous assessments, and the creation of learning experiences which 
encourage the growth and development of all students (Sahlberg, 2007). 
Paradigms shift from nation to nation from region to region from town to town. The 
many ways in which teachers experience the reality of education from one nation to the next is 
unique to the paradigm itself. Even in our own nation, a wealthy suburban public school district 
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educator is not living in the same paradigmatic experience as his counterpart in a high poverty 
and underfunded school district.  
The solidification of the current public education construct in the United States is doing 
just the opposite of those nations living within paradigms which highly value their teachers, by 
inundating our system with standardized testing at almost every grade level, evaluation 
frameworks tied to unreliable value-added models, and new performance assessments which 
appear to transfer the responsibility of evaluating pre-service teachers, at least in part, from 
faculty in schools of education and K-12 schools to private education companies.  Furthermore, 
as the Council for the Accreditation of Education Programs (CAEP) finalizes its new standards, 
it is clear that VAMs and new teacher evaluations will weigh heavily on schools of education as 
evidence of success.   
Albert Einstein, in several contexts said, “Not everything that matters can be counted, and 
not everything we count matters.”  What a perfect statement describing the dilemma we face, as 
some of the most significant goals of public education have become minimized by the 
overemphasis of testing. In the current public education paradigm we find that everything not 
reduced to quantifiable form (even if the data presents hyperbolic and mostly false correlations) 
it is deemed less important or simply ignored. 
 There is serious evidence, beginning with NCLB, that when the focus of tests is on one or 
two content areas—in this case language arts and mathematics—those subjects become the focus 
to the exclusion of others.   The net effect is a narrowing of the functions and objectives of 
education to what is included on those tests, with pedagogy reduced to test preparation in order 
to meet the demands of evaluation models.    
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If we are to shift the current paradigm we might offer alternatives to the more dominant 
discourses. First, preparing students with deep knowledge of subjects to the level that they can 
think critically about that knowledge. Second, that learning to live and communicate in a socially 
just democracy is the very foundation of a civically educated society.  This means that we must 
teach students to listen carefully to others and their positions, to argue for their own position 
effectively and with evidence, and to compromise within the limits of integrity. Third, preparing 
students to take advantage of life’s chances in order to reach the highest possible levels in 
society.  This involves helping them know what is needed for success and to imagine themselves 
in colleges and positions that they may not have considered.  
Maxine Greene’s admonition that “we cannot become what we cannot imagine” (Greene, 
2001, p. 47) says a great deal. Do we foster imagination, helping students envision what they can 
become while raising their hopes and expectations?  Do we provide opportunities for them to 
interact with professionals to understand what they do?  Not if we are simply preparing them to 
take high-stakes tests.  Fourth, education should prepare students to lead rich and rewarding 
personal lives by helping them develop a love for both fiction and nonfiction, to engage with art, 
to critique what they read, and to develop a global perspective. Anyone looking at K-12 public 
schools in our society, and, increasingly, at colleges of education, might conclude that indeed 
education exists to prepare students for high stakes tests. At the very least we can see that 
competing paradigms not only exist but are imbedded in our own discursive frameworks despite 
the things we value being subjugated to dominant discourse we abhor.  
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The Case of Louisiana and the Expansion of Value-Added Measurements 
 Louisiana was one of the first states to have extensively implemented value-added 
measurements and this case study provides insight into how much a paradigm can change a 
system regardless of the results.  In 1999 the state’s “Blue Ribbon Commission for Teacher 
Quality” mandated a redesign of all programs and the addition of more rigorous requirements.  
Beginning in 2010 Louisiana moved to a system of evaluating all public classroom teachers and 
principals based on student growth on standardized tests as reflected in their RTTP application.  
Fifty percent of the evaluation of teachers was to be based on student test score data and 
evidence of growth (Deshotels, 2010). 
Another outcome of the work of this commission required the redesign of all programs, 
to prepare teachers as well as national accreditation, an accountability system dependent on 
performance scores to be published for each university, and development of a value-added 
system to assess teacher preparation programs and teachers (Fleener & Exner, 2011, p. 27).  In 
order to accomplish this, an extensive student data system was developed with the qualities 
required for value-added measures such as linking students to individual teachers across years.   
This was the first instance where a state adopted the practice of using the effectiveness of 
graduates of college teacher education programs in raising the standardized test scores as the 
measure of the success of a program.   
 Among the most potent criticisms of value-added systems is the focus on the assessment 
of individual teachers and high stakes decisions for these teachers. Louisiana attempted to avoid 
this criticism, at least with respect to teacher education, by aggregating graduates of given 
programs rather than reporting individual teacher scores. Fleener and Exner (2011, pp. 33-34) 
identify four ways in which the Louisiana system differs from other value-added models: 
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1. The system has the capability of providing effect scores for individual teachers, but to 
date the system’s scores are aggregated by teacher education programs and not intended 
for use in assessing individual teachers. 
2. The system compares first and second year teachers against experienced teachers’  
scores. 
3. Scores are aggregated further by subject areas taught, providing a report for programs  
with data (those using standardized tests).  In the case of Louisiana, these were  
mathematics, social studies, English language arts, science, and reading.  So there is data 
for teachers of mathematics by the program they graduated from, for teachers of social  
studies, etc. 
4. Based on the outcomes, programs are ranked in one of four “bands” ranging from  
programs for which graduates perform at a higher level than experienced teachers,  
programs where the effect is somewhat better than experienced teachers, those where the  
effect for new teachers is typical of new teachers, programs where the effect of new  
teachers shows them to be generally less effective than teachers, and programs  
where beginning teachers score below the mean of other new teachers at a statistically  
significant level. 
There is one other important variable.  Not all graduates of a program are included in the 
assessment, in fact, the results include only about 16% of teachers graduated in a given cohort 
excluding 84% of the graduates   Why are they excluded?   Teachers are excluded if they teach 
an area not tested in Louisiana such as foreign language or physical education.  Teachers are 
excluded if they teach in private schools.   Teachers teaching in a grade where tests are not used 
104	
	
are excluded.   The result of such a significant narrowing of the sample is that cohort data may 
not be representative of the teacher effectiveness of a university’s graduates (Fleener and Exner, 
2011, p. 36).   
 Thus, in Louisiana, the use of aggregated scores rather than scores for individual teachers 
does respond to one criticism of value-added measures—that it is not reliable enough to make 
high stakes decisions for individual teachers. Furthermore, it does not eliminate criticism 
questioning the validity and reliability of using K-12 standardized test scores to accurately assess 
postsecondary pre-service education programs. 
 College leaders using this system, conclude that it does not provide useful information for 
program improvement (Fleener and Exner, 2011) For example, the reported differences among 
the various bands provided no guidance on how to use the data for real program change.  The 
positive effect of not including data on individual teachers also has the effect of not being able to 
determine whether or not the cohort reported is in fact representative.    
 With the paradigm shifting towards increased measurement Louisiana offers a case for 
systemic infiltration of the new discourse of accountability and standardization.  To quantify in 
this paradigm is to justify.  In this case justification is not only of teacher value but that of higher 
educational institutions.  With accreditation on the line schools of education may find themselves 
in the precarious position of endorsing pedagogical and instructional approaches which 
contradict the underlying ethos of their education programs.   
Most importantly, we find with widespread accountability systems and attempts to 
measure performance at multiple levels, that less than significant results provide little deterrence 
for the implementation of ineffectual policies.   We must then ask, why invest the time and 
resources to foster significant changes which produce insignificant results?  Might it be that 
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within the paradigm what anesthetizes policy makers as well as those affected by the 
concomitant policies is the narrative which contextualized the change in the first place in 
addition to the imagined future which is treated in the present as if it has arrived.  
The Case of Florida: Opposition to the Paradigm 
In Florida, as in many states in the past decade, policymakers have focused on teacher 
education as the culprit of unsatisfactory results in the public education system.  The 
dissatisfaction of policy makers and the rapid increase of new teachers, due to a class size 
reduction initiative, led to the emergence, in a short period of time, of a number of alternative 
routes to teaching.   These included the American Board for the Certification of Teacher 
Excellence, educator preparation institutes, and professional training options.  Some of the 
options involved community colleges and four-year colleges.  None of the alternatives, however, 
were explicitly tied to teacher candidate evaluations, nevertheless, concern mounted from college 
faculty and deans of education.  
The perceived crisis in K-12 public education and the conclusion that teachers were to 
blame culminated in the introduction of Senate Bill 6 (2010) which proposed to enact the 
following changes: 
§ Decrease the ability of local school boards and school districts to make a wide array of 
decisions having an impact on local schools and replacing them with a one-size-fits-all 
approach mandated from Tallahassee. 
§ Require that all teachers be retained, certified and compensated based on student test 
scores on standardized tests, not years of experience or degrees held. 
§ Penalize school districts that even consider length of service or degrees held when 
determining compensation or reductions in force. 
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§ Order that teachers be issued probationary contracts for up to five years; then an annual 
contract every year after that … eliminating tenure. 
§ Mandate more standardized testing for students (end of course exams for all subjects) and 
for teachers (additional certification requirements). 
§ Exclude the salary schedule as a subject of collective bargaining. The state will decide 
what categories of differentiated pay will be provided. 
§ Grant to the state a much greater hand in all assessments. 
§ Abolish an effective and popular program that rewards those who become National Board 
Certified Teachers, a rigorous national program that awards certification after a yearlong, 
independent review of a teacher’s work in the classroom and knowledge of their field. 
(“Florida Teachers,” n.d.) 
Many, including then Governor Crist, who had succeeded Jeb Bush, objected to the bill, 
saying, “Florida is truly blessed to have such high quality teachers who have made our education 
system one of the best in the nation. SB 6 punishes the teachers who delivered these stunning 
educational gains. It lashes out at the teachers who have made Florida schools a model for the 
nation, the same teachers, Governor Crist says we’re ‘blessed’ to have in our classrooms. 
Nevertheless, if bills like SB 6 pass, they won’t be in our classrooms much longer” (“Florida 
Teachers,” n.d.). 
While Crist’s comments may have been driven by political discourse to appease the 
teacher’s union, it also provides a deeper understanding of how teacher value is framed within 
the current paradigm.  It is a network of discourses which has the paradigm in a constant state of 
change, ready to shift in varying directions.   
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Simultaneously, a companion bill was introduced in the Florida House and members felt 
that they had their “marching orders” with no change possible to the nearly identical bills.  Not 
only would the legislation effectively have ended tenure for K-12 educators for whom tenure was 
possible, but would have eliminated the role of higher degrees in salary, requiring that 
compensation be based on student standardized test scores. Thus the bill had required further 
development of a value-added system.  
 The response around the country was strong and critical.  The Washington Post, for 
example, published a piece (2010) entitled, “Disaster for Florida teachers: Senate Bill 6.”  
Support by President Obama and Education Secretary Arne Duncan for using student 
standardized test scores as one measure to evaluate teacher performance gives license for 
legislators to take that thinking to extremes.  
 
That’s what is happening in Florida, where the state Senate is considering legislation, 
Senate Bill 6, that would, if passed, go a long way toward destroying the teaching 
profession in the state (Strauss, 2010). 
 
 Senate Bill 6 and its companion bill never became law.  The lobbying was extraordinary, 
with the governor receiving more than 100,000 calls and emails from educators across the nation.  
At the time, Governor Crist was in a race for the Republican nomination for the US Senate 
against current senator Mark Rubio.  The governor took the initiative to veto the bill, some say 
because he was behind in the senate race and had nothing to lose (Emihovich, Dana, & 
Vernetson, 2011). The pressure to change teacher education and the evaluation of candidates is 
not over, but in this and similar cases, it has been limited (Strauss, 2010).  
edTPA and Teacher Education  
 In 1998 the California State Board of Education, in part as a means to maintain common 
standards for the emerging pathways into teaching, mandated that all California candidates 
seeking a preliminary teaching credential pass a state-approved teaching performance assessment 
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with demonstrated validity and reliability to supplement training, course assignments and 
supervisor evaluations.   Work began in earnest to develop an assessment system, first with the 
Educational Testing Service (ETS) and then with a consortium of educators at Stanford 
University, including Linda Darling-Hammond and Ray Pecheone who chaired the process.   
In a paper for policymakers (“Teacher Performance Assessment,” n.d.), the Performance 
Evaluation of California Teachers (PACT) team reports that the purpose of the assessment is, to 
measure candidate knowledge, skills, and abilities required of candidates to begin teaching in the 
California schools.  The means of evaluation is a close examination of candidate provided data 
on a specific teaching event.  PACT was to assess the degree of competence of candidates to: 
§ Plan lessons based on California standards and take account of English learners 
and students with other learning challenges 
§ Teach the standards based lessons in California classrooms 
§ Plan and administer student assessments based on the lessons 
§ Reflect on their own instruction 
§ Examine student work and assessment results as evidence of the effectiveness of 
instruction and then to use the knowledge gained in planning the next lesson 
(“Teacher Performance Assessment,” n.d.).   
Assessors of PACT are university faculty or K-12 educators who are trained and 
calibrated to assess the evidence provided by teachers as part of their performance tasks.  The 
document further reports that PACT is intended to be used: 
§ As part of the recommendation of a candidate for a credential 
§ As an indicator of the effectiveness of the teacher education program 
§ By the candidate to evaluate his or her progress and needs 
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§ As evidence of a candidate’s development for use in a beginning teacher 
induction program (“Teacher Performance Assessment,” n.d.). 
The California Commission on Teaching also published the handbook for developing a 
teaching event (incorporating instruction, assessment, and reflection) for 18 subject areas 
including elementary literacy and mathematics, art, health, science, and agriculture.  In addition, 
PACT provides rubric handbooks (“Performance Assessment,” n.d.) that provide the four 
categories for each standard to be used in making judgments, and candidates are rated 1 to 4 
based on the evidence provided.   
 edTPA is based on the work developed by PACT.  Like PACT, it is intended for use with 
teacher candidates and is a means of assessing classroom performance by observing teaching.  
edTPA is emerging as a major element in certification, adopted by a number of states, including 
New York and endorsed and supported by the American Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education.  Like PACT, edTPA requires students to develop evidence of teaching ability from a 
single subject-specific learning segment, and represented by 3-5 lessons from that segment.  
Evidence from that segment includes lesson plans, student work, analysis of student work, and 
reflective commentaries along with video clips of instruction (“TPA Questions & Answers,” 
n.d.).    
 Imagine the mass of data that will be created when every candidate produces a portfolio 
with the required elements.  Recognizing the task and the cost, the developers decided to invite 
Pearson, perhaps the largest publishing house in the world, to assist. Pre-service teachers are to 
pay for the evaluation with the cost estimated at $300 per candidate. Candidate data is then sent 
to Pearson where it is designated to Pearson trained evaluators.  Evaluation is not conducted by 
the college or university faculty who have taught, nurtured, and supervised the candidate.  It is a 
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core of evaluators paid by Pearson to engage in the work. Within the new paradigm it all seems 
reasonable.  Darling-Hammond recognizes that some characterize edTPA as the corporatization 
of teacher education, but says: 
Nothing could be further from the truth.  Like the National Board portfolio, 
edTPA was not developed, nor is it owned by Pearson.  Like assessments in other 
professions, it was developed—and is guided—by a consortium of professional 
educators.  These individuals make decisions about design the scoring process and 
the qualifications of those asked to score (accomplished teachers and teacher 
educators).  Instructors and supervisors continue to teach, observe, support and 
evaluate candidates as they always have (Darling-Hammond & Hyler, 2013). 
 
For others, there are some unanswered questions and concerns about the impact of 
edTPA.  We now find postsecondary methods classes including preparation for edTPA, focused 
on the classroom behaviors evaluated by the assessment.  Here, the same criticism that was 
leveled against NCLB applies:  the preparation has narrowed the curriculum largely to what is 
measured by edTPA.  While edTPA does not itself connect to value-added assessments some 
states adopting edTPA are using value-added assessments and tying success in this 
demonstration of student learning measured by standardized tests to continued tenure and salary 
increases. 
Finally, while California colleges and universities could identify their own faculty and K-
12 partners to serve as evaluators after extensive training for PACT, in the case of edTPA and 
the Pearson model, the evaluation is farmed out to educators trained by Pearson.  The concern is 
simple.  College faculty and K-12 mentors have had a significant role in the preparation and 
recommendation of students for licensing.  That responsibility is now shifted to a core of 
assessors identified for edTPA and employed by Pearson.  Surely, as previously noted, college 
faculty and K-12 mentors will continue to teach, observe and assess students, but success on 
edTPA has become the essential requirement for certification in states where it is adopted.  
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Candidates may have the recommendation of their college and university faculty for certification 
but will not be certified without a score based on the assessment of the outside evaluator. 
If, as stated, this all appears to be reasonable within the paradigm then what has been 
rendered unreasonable?  In the final estimation it is the university and the professors who work 
with future teachers who have been stripped of their power, subjugated to a corporation who may 
hire relatively inexperienced teachers to review materials that fit within a particular rubric.  It is 
thus, now unreasonable to assume that universities of education are qualified to grant credentials. 
Through the normalization of measurement now imbedded in the current paradigm we have 
turned to corporations and a standardized assessment to evaluate future teachers.  
Conclusions 
 In examining the research on teacher evaluation and the implications for teacher 
education we have come to several conclusions about the new assessments. 
First, the momentum of edTPA and value-added assessment of teachers can be traced to 
the requirements of Race to the Top, specifically, its requirements for assessment and the 
development of large data sets to enable value-added measures. Second, given that pressure, it 
seems inevitable that the use of quantitative outcomes, including value-added measures to 
evaluate candidates for teachers, teacher education institutions, and practicing teachers and 
principals will continue to grow.  We must be cognizant of the effects such measures have on 
school climate and personal wellbeing of educators and do what we can to mitigate the effects.  
Third, in voicing any opposition to these measures we must be very careful to avoid appearing to 
be against assessment, which is not the case. We need clear, open, authentic assessment that 
takes place in a learning community.  Fourth, there is a very important lesson from the Florida 
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case.  Opposition from educators to a Draconian measure can pay off.  The governor vetoed the 
legislation that was described as about to “destroy the teaching profession in Florida.”   
 Finally, the real danger of all of these approaches to assessment is a severe narrowing of 
the curriculum and, with the advent of edTPA, the narrowing of pedagogy.   The evidence that 
preparing for edTPA displaces other pedagogical curricula in methods courses is parallel to 
students in K-12 schools preparing for a test while losing the context for learning.  Thus, we are 
left with new evaluation systems built on the misidentification of problems which only make 
both the real and fictional problem worse. The prescription for this deterioration is providing 
more of the same medicine which poisoned the patient in the first place. Nothing will shift the 
current paradigm until we acknowledge how this vicious cycle continues to propagate not only a 
false narrative but ineffectual prescriptions which devalue teachers, dehumanize the students, 
and reduce educational institutions to cogs in a much larger discursive machine. 
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Chapter 7: Data as Discourse & the Findings  
 
 An interrogation of the paradigm calls for every strand of discourse to be unconcealed.  
What we hope to achieve is not necessarily the truest narrative but to provide sufficient 
alternatives which will destabilize the dominant discourses, especially those which can be 
obfuscated by empirical data.       
If, in fact, the paradigm is nothing more than narrative, even the most positivistic 
representation requires careful inspection, as some of the more insidious discourses hide behind 
numerated facades. We turn now to the quantitative data which have been used both directly and 
indirectly within the current dominant public education paradigm to support the narrative of 
failing schools, a narrative which has been mythologized by reformers espousing discursive 
frameworks which manifest statistical findings which contribute to and augment the paradigm’s 
mythology.   
Student Assessment in a Global Context   
When America’s education standing in the world is under discursive assault it is typically 
data from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) which is coopted as the 
strongest weapon from which to attack public schooling. The Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study (PIRLS), and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) have also provided fodder for discursive assault. 
 The PISA, offered by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), is given to over thirty countries with sample sizes close to 5,000 per nation. With 
assessments in Math, Science, and Reading the PISA has been used as the international 
benchmark since 2000.  
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Consider how the National Center for Education Statistics describes the PISA: 
PISA is the largest international comparative study of education in the world and 
one on which policymakers increasingly rely to provide an international 
benchmark for the performance of U.S. students…It is intended to provide a 
measure of students' overall preparedness for the future, not just their academic 
achievement. (NCES, n.d.)  
 
 How can one measure a 15 year old’s “preparedness for the future?” This is the type of 
un-interrogated supposition which is typically glanced over and ignored.  This fiction is accepted 
as fact, a priori.  Discourses of career readiness and global competitiveness are so intertwined 
with frameworks for assessment that we ignore their imbedded assumptions and implications.  
This is not to say that the PISA and other assessments do not provide some insight into student 
performance but the ways in which the results are interpreted are so incongruous with the data 
themselves that the narrative collapses into fiction.  
 Consider the response to PISA’s 2012 international rankings shortly after the test results 
were released.  The discursive machine digests the numbers through the dominant education 
paradigm and achievement is reduced to a high stakes assessment with unsupported and fictitious 
correlations.   
What is our ranking?   
Where do we stand in this global competition?  
What does it mean for future economic progress?  
Is our “nation at risk”? 
 In 2012 the United States placed 36th in Mathematics, 28th in Science, and 24th in 
Reading.   Then Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan (2013), commented as follows:  
The big picture of U.S. performance on the 2012 PISA is straightforward and 
stark: It is a picture of educational stagnation. That brutal truth, that urgent reality, 
must serve as a wake-up call against educational complacency and low 
expectations. 
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In his reading of the data there is a pronouncement not only of truth but “brutal truth,” not 
only reality, but “urgent reality.” This is a description of reality with a purpose and that is for the 
American people to “wake-up.” What is the reality to which we must wake? 
The problem is not that our 15-year olds are performing worse today than before. 
The problem instead is that they are not making progress. Yet students in many 
nations, as the Secretary General pointed out, are advancing, instead of standing 
still… That reality is at odds with our aspiration to have the best-educated, most 
competitive workforce in the world. And that's why the mediocre performance of 
America's 15-year olds is a problem we cannot afford to accept and cannot afford 
to ignore. 
 
It is now reiterated that the “brutal truth,” one we “cannot afford to ignore” is that our 
economic “aspirations” are in jeopardy.  The genealogy of discourse from the A Nation at Risk 
report, thus, has continued to breathe life into the paradigm with a strong framing of not only an 
education-economic connection but a correlation of our education standing and global 
competitiveness.        
 In 2009, the rankings were quite similar as were the Secretary’s (Duncan 2010) 
comments: 
The hard truth is that other high-performing nations have passed us by during the 
last two decades. Americans need to wake up to this educational reality--instead 
of napping at the wheel while emerging competitors prepare their students for 
economic leadership. 
 
 What is the reality to which the American people ignore while “napping at the wheel”? 
Note the fear…the urgency. Once again, the discourse draws on A Nation at Risk…the fear that 
the sleeping American giant will be overtaken by other nations. We know, of course, as a matter 
of fact, that America’s dominance has only increased since the 1983 report, and not a single 
country noted in A Nation at Risk surpassed our economic standing. We also know that the 
economic recession which coincided with Secretary Duncan’s tenure had little to do with 
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education, but with deregulation and policies which led to an extremely vulnerable marketplace.  
If anyone were to blame it was wealthy and highly educated bankers not the American public 
and surely not our public education system.    
 For over three decades the education paradigm has regurgitated the myth of international 
economic peril as a result of low international and national standardized test scores. This 
includes politicians and educators from both the right and left and it can only be speculated how 
many of us have internalized the dominant rhetoric on public schooling.  
In Secretary Duncan’s comments we find recycled discursive strands with a consistent 
tone of urgency and fear.  Words like “truth” and “wake-up” are employed three years apart to 
support the same sense of urgency. The theme of mediocrity, one clearly articulated in A Nation 
at Risk, also reappears in Duncan’s comments. Once again, the blame falls on the system or in 
Duncan’s retelling, on the 15-year olds themselves. There is no data for which I am aware that 
supports these claims.  The crisis of mediocrity was no better supported in 1983 than in 2013. 
What we do find, however, is an economic system which has been a boon for some, while 
leaving extraordinary gaps between the working class and the wealthiest Americans who have 
continued to benefit from the current economic structure.    
Included in the following GDP data from the World Bank (n.d.) are all three nations 
identified as competitors in A Nation at Risk, as well as Finland, due to the recent attention it has 
received for high PISA scores. 
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Figure 2 GDP in Trillions of Dollars 1980-2013 
 
 Since the thirty years after the publication of A Nation at Risk the gross domestic product 
of the United States increased from $3.4 trillion (1983) to $15.6 trillion thirty years later (2013).  
The Japanese economy, which was so feared in 1983 has gained only $3.5 trillion dollars over 
that same time period.  Korea and Germany have enjoyed nowhere near the GDP gains of the 
United States, and Finland is barely visible.  Of course, we are looking at different population 
sizes and growth rates, but the United Stated GDP is the largest in the world and more than 
doubles second place China, a nation with more than four times the population.    
 It is not my aim, necessarily, to demonstrate the lack of correlation between our nation’s 
economy and public education, despite the obvious inconsistencies found in the most relevant 
economic and education statistics, however, it is my intention to interrogate the elements which 
dominate the public education paradigm and provide an alternative narrative which emerges 
when test scores are disaggregated based on race and class. While the numbers are revealing I 
am hesitant, though it may not be apparent, to reinforce any connection between economic 
success and our education standing in the world.   
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This does not mean that there is no connection, as the economic system and its 
distribution of factors of production surely play a role in determining the purposes for schooling 
within a particular social and economic context. For instance, during the early 19th century a 
compulsory education system similar to that of the 20th century could have hindered the 
American economy, which was predominately agrarian, and required specific labor demands 
from all members of the family.  Within this paradigm, frameworks for schooling emerged which 
were not necessarily driven by economic factors, as the early 1800s professed a dominant 
discourse on public schooling centered on civic education.  
Consider the great contrast in rhetoric from the current paradigm and one of the earliest 
proponents of universal schooling, Thomas Jefferson. It is in Jefferson’s (1781) famous Notes on 
the State of Virginia where we find the call to fight against tyranny and the cultivation of the 
“guardians of liberty.” How might we cultivate the citizenry through education?  It is here where 
Jefferson (1781) specifically outlines the “purpose” of schooling. 
...we hope to avail the state of those talents which nature has shown as liberally among 
the poor as the rich, but which perish without use, if not sought for and cultivated.—But 
of all the views of this law none is more important, none more legitimate, than that of 
rendering the people the safe, as they are the ultimate, guardians of their own liberty. For 
this purpose the reading in the first stage, where they will receive their whole education, 
is proposed, as has been said, to be chiefly historical. History, by apprising them of the 
past, will enable them to judge of the future; it will avail them of the experience of other 
times and other nations; it will qualify them as judges of the actions and designs of men; 
it will enable them to know ambition under every disguise it may assume; and knowing 
it, to defeat its views. In every government on earth is some trace of human weakness, 
some germ of corruption and degeneracy, which cunning will discover, and wickedness 
insensibly open, cultivate and improve.  
 
Jefferson (1781) continues returning to the trope of defenders of liberty. 
 
Every government degenerates when trusted to the rulers of the people alone. The people 
themselves therefore are its only safe depositories. And to render even them safe, their 
minds must be improved to a certain degree. This indeed is not all that is necessary, 
though it be essentially necessary.  
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 What comes next (Jefferson, 1781) though, articulates a purpose for schooling, which 
includes a proposed constitutional amendment, to guard against a unique type of corruption, such 
that it may transcend wealth and by extension economic status to empower a government by the  
people…a publically educated people. 
An amendment of our constitution must here come in aid of the public education. The 
influence over government must be shared among all the people. If every individual 
which composes their mass participates of the ultimate authority, the government will be 
safe; because corrupting the whole mass will exceed any private resources of wealth; and 
public ones cannot be provided but by levies on the people. In this case every man would 
have to pay his own price.  
 
The economy has changed considerably over the last two centuries and it is without 
argument that education is now inextricably linked with economic achievement, however, what 
was lost in the paradigm shift is a purpose for schooling which is no less valuable today than it 
was in 1781.   Furthermore, as paradigms shift narratives begin to promote incomplete ideas 
which may fit with a line of discourse which obfuscates truths. 
Thus, it would not be without merit to suggest that individuals may enjoy increased 
economic opportunity by improvements on select education benchmarks but to do so without a 
disaggregation of the data would miss accounts for more nuanced understandings of the true gaps 
in both learning and opportunities to learn. If we return to 1781 we find the discursive strands of 
exclusionary practices based on race and class which have continued to the present.  This does 
not discount the significance of our original purposes for schooling but widens our lens to trace 
narratives with nefarious roots which hide within our discursive plains.  
 Imagine if Arne Duncan’s statements on the 2009 PISA and then three years later with 
regards to the 2012 scores, had accounted for the following data, which is disaggregated by free 
lunch eligibility (a measure of poverty).  For example, with schools which serve populations 
where 10% or fewer of a school’s student body qualifies for free lunch, we find an average math 
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score of 526 (2012), 545 (2009), 520 (2006), and 521 (2003) [see Appendix B for updated 
scores].   
Table 1  
 
PISA Mathematics Age 15 Eligible Free Lunch 
Averages and standard deviations for mathematics, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) (U.S. only) [SD010501], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
Year 
less than 10 
percent 10 to 24.9 percent 25 to 49.9 percent 50 to 74.9 percent 75 percent or more 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2012 526 80 511 86 506 87 463 83 432 80 
2009 545 78 524 81 487 82 460 85 434 84 
2006 520¹ 83¹ 493¹ 85¹ 472¹ 82¹ 440¹ 79¹ 409¹ 76¹ 
2003 521¹ 89¹ 511¹ 87¹ 478¹ 87¹ 445¹ 91¹ 401¹ 82¹ 
 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012 Mathematics Assessments.  
 
If we exclude China from the rankings, as they report only individual regions, we find 
that students in the United States attending schools with less than 10% free lunch eligibility 
outperform nearly every OECD nation.  In 2009, for instance, our nation would have been 
ranked 3rd in the world.  Consider the reframing that could have occurred had someone noted as 
much to the Secretary of Education who suggested that Americans confront a “brutal truth” and 
“urgent reality.” Surely it is a truth, but one of many.  Surely it is a reality, the dominant one at 
that, and within that dominant paradigm “urgency” becomes interconnected to our nation being 
“threatened.”  This not only augments economic anxiety but obfuscates some of the less 
fictitious causes of economic instability.     
In 2010, for instance, America was reeling from the second worst economic crisis in our 
nation’s history.  This was not due to our lack of a quality education system.  In fact, many 
responsible for the crisis were presumably the most educated, Wall Street traders who likely 
attended elite public and private schools.  Bankers and hedge fund managers with MBAs from 
121	
	
the top business schools.  To devise such a convoluted and esoteric financial system took 
extraordinary planning from highly educated individuals who created mortgage backed 
securities, credit default swaps, complex derivatives, in addition to reconstituting our credit 
rating agencies which then assigned AAA ratings for severely risky financial instruments.    
Thus, in 2009, while our students sat to take the PISA exam, our economy was in free fall 
from “educated” financiers who found new ways to make extraordinary profits and game the 
system.  In turn they blamed the victims, as did the A Nation at Risk report nearly three decades 
prior, and the most vulnerable groups were left ignored.   
As noted in Table 1, students in schools with a population of 75% or more free lunch 
eligibility score more than a full standard deviation below the top students.  If these students 
were ranked as a nation they would still outperform approximately a 1/3 of all test takers, 
nevertheless, the most obvious narrative to construct from this data is that low poverty schools 
are doing quite well and high poverty schools are far behind.  Might the Secretary want to 
comment on the gaps in performance and send a message to the nation and then president that we 
must target poverty? In the same year as the OECD was collecting data on student performance 
in Math, Science, and Reading, UNICEF released their report on child poverty (2012).  Here is a 
list of rankings Secretary Duncan generally ignored (Adamson, 2012): 
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Table 2 
 OECD Nations with a 50% Poverty Threshold of Median Income 
Iceland  4.7 
Finland   5.3 
Cyprus   6.1 
Netherlands   6.1 
Norway  6.1 
Slovenia   6.3 
Denmark   6.5 
Sweden  7.3 
Austria   7.3 
Czech Republic  7.4 
Switzerland  8.1 
Ireland  8.4 
Germany  8.5 
France   8.8 
Malta  8.9 
Belgium  10.2 
Hungary  10.3 
Australia  10.9 
Slovakia  11.2 
New Zealand  11.7 
Estonia  11.9 
United Kingdom  12.1 
Luxembourg  12.3 
Canada  13.3 
Poland  14.5 
Portugal  14.7 
Japan  14.9 
Lithuania  15.4 
Italy  15.9 
Greece  16 
Spain  17.1 
Bulgaria  17.8 
Latvia  18.8 
USA  23.1 
Romania  25.5 
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With the United States second to last on this list (Table 2) and the data overwhelmingly 
pointing to the disparity in results correlated to income, it can only be considered fiction, and not 
very good fiction at that, to first assert, and second to correlate our nation’s decline in the context 
of global competitiveness as evidenced by these scores.    
It is important to reiterate that this presentation of data is not intended to make a stronger, 
and more compelling empirical argument for America’s success on the PISA, but to suggest that 
the discursive assault on public schooling is built on a particular narrative which perpetuates a 
myth on the state of our public schools. If it were a piece of fiction, we still might suggest that 
there are inconsistencies within the paradigm that do not follow the parameters of the discourse.  
Thus, if positivistic and empirical approaches are overvalued inside of a paradigmatic framework 
then we might expect the data to be scientifically grounded, but that has appeared to be of little 
interest to policy makers, thus making science a rhetorical device used for the overwhelming 
assault on our schools.        
If politicians, policy makers, and local, state, and federal education leaders, are to use the 
PISA to legislate and promote specific policy, then a narrative which addresses the effects of 
contemporary forms of segregation as well as economic disparity, is surely a more relevant 
paradigm than the one provided. For example, educators flock to top PISA performer Finland, a 
nation with a child poverty rate below 6%, without considering how American students in 
schools with less than 10% poverty outperform the Nordic nation.  A reimagining of the 
Secretary’s comments might be rewritten as follows: “Americans need to confront the current 
reality of education in America where students in high poverty schools have fallen behind their 
more affluent counterparts whose PISA scores are in the top five in the world. Rather than fly to 
Finland might I suggest any affluent suburb in America where students perform on par.” Of 
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course, in this imagined scenario we could go much further pointing to the more obvious gaps in 
outcomes based on race and class.   
In addition to the economic implications on education performance we find similar 
results when disaggregating data on race (Table 3), where Hispanic students are nearly 2/3 a 
standard deviation and Black students a full standard deviation behind White and Asian Students.  
These same subgroups also attend high poverty schools where the majority of students are Black 
and Hispanic (see Appendix C and Appendix D for updated scores).   
Table 3  
 
PISA Mathematics Age 15 Race / Ethnicity 
Averages and standard deviations for mathematics, age 15 years by Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 
2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
Year Jurisdiction 
White Black Hispanic Asian 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2012 United States 506 83 421 79 455 82 549 91 
2009 United States 515 84 423 82 453 82 524 83 
2006 United States 502 83 404 76 436 81 494 88 
2003 United States 512 85 417 81 443 93 506 92 
 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012 Mathematics Assessments.  
 
 
If we cross-tabulate (Table 4) the data from Table 1 and Table 3 while including the 
statistics which follow, we find a much closer version of reality: “In about half of the largest 100 
cities, most African American and Latino students attend schools where at least 75 percent of all 
students qualify as poor or low-income under federal guidelines” (Boschma & Brownstein, 
2016).  This data (Table 4) is a reminder of the vicious cycle which must be interrogated and 
dismantled for meaningful change to occur.  It is not that we, as a nation, are falling behind the 
world, but that at least two public education systems exist within the United States and the 
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dominant paradigm generally ignores the one over the other.  Hence, public schooling is under 
assault while affluent public suburban districts provide nearly every advantage needed to 
compete in the national and global economy.      
Table 4  
Cross-Tabulated Report-PISA Mathematics Age 15 
Averages and standard deviations for mathematics, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) (U.S. only) [SD010501], Race/ethnicity 
(U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
Race/eth
nicity 
(U.S. 
only) Year 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more 
Avg. SD Avg. SD Avg. SD Avg. SD Avg. SD 
White 2012 523 75 521 82 511 85 487 79 460 80 
  2009 548 76 531 79 502 80 483 86 465 74 
  2006 524¹ 80¹ 511¹ 82¹ 488¹ 80¹ 457¹ 77¹ 472¹ 77¹ 
  2003 531¹ 84¹ 521¹ 82¹ 496¹ 82¹ 486¹ 84¹ ‡ ‡ 
  2000 — — — — — — — — — — 
Black 2012 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 457 83 412 73 393 70 
  2009 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 445 75 421 75 390 78 
  2006 ‡ ‡ 433¹ 72¹ 420¹ 75¹ 410¹ 71¹ 376¹ 63¹ 
  2003 ‡ ‡ 453¹ 85¹ 424¹ 81¹ 411¹ 76¹ 384¹ 67¹ 
  2000 — — — — — — — — — — 
Hispanic 2012 ‡ ‡ 487 84 496 80 447 77 436 78 
  2009 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 459 76 444 79 442 80 
  2006 493¹ 82¹ 442¹ 74¹ 446¹ 75¹ 426¹ 74¹ 415¹ 77¹ 
  2003 ‡ ‡ 489¹ 85¹ 446¹ 87¹ 428¹ 93¹ 407¹ 83¹ 
  2000 — — — — — — — — — — 
Asian 2012 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 576 78 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  2009 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  2006 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  2003 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  2000 — — — — — — — — — — 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012 Mathematics Assessments.  
 
 
 
Note the gap (Table 4) not only between Black and white students in high poverty 
schools, but the effects of poverty makes when combined with race. In both 2003 and 2006, for 
instance, Black students in schools with 10 to 24.9% free lunch eligibility performed nearly a full 
standard deviation higher than those in schools with 75% or more free lunch eligibility.  Hispanic 
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students in the same group of schools (10 to 24.9% free lunch eligibility) outperform their peers 
in high poverty schools by nearly a half standard deviation. 
What is of particular significance here is that in 2006, a year where we find fuller data 
sets, Hispanic students in low poverty schools not only perform just over a full standard 
deviation better but make significant gains as compared to their white counterparts.  For instance, 
in 2006, white students in schools with less than 50% poverty but more than 25% scored five 
points fewer than Hispanic students in schools with less than 10% poverty. These same students 
scored well beyond a full standard deviation higher than Black students in the highest poverty 
schools where more than 75% of the students are living in poverty.   
Again, if we want to set Finland as the benchmark for education than the dominant 
narrative must address a reduction in poverty so that no student attends a school where more than 
10% of the children qualify for free lunch.  As was previously noted, Finland has one of the 
lowest child poverty rates in the world.  Is this a feat for which we want to compete?  We might 
reimagine Duncan’s comments once again, with the Secretary now pointing policymakers 
towards policies which racially and economically integrate our schools. One might also expect 
policy recommendations that address poverty in America and correlate variables like minimum 
wage increases and better housing with our “global competitiveness” in the world.   
If those in power are going to use testing data to discuss our economic standing, then it 
follows that they look at the disaggregated subcategories to inform their policymaking, however, 
this counter narrative and discourse is either subjugated, ignored, or dismissed.   When students 
are in schools with low levels of poverty, performance improves for all subgroups. While these 
conclusions are to be expected the cause of its subjugation to a dominant discourse of crisis and 
failure reminds us of the power of myth and storytelling.  In the final analysis of public education 
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in America and beyond all competing discourses, it is truth which suffers at the hand of more 
convenient fiction. 
Would it be accurate to say that the aggregate Finnish PISA scores in Math, Reading, and 
Science are higher than America’s, surely, but is this an incomplete truth, a truth which paints a 
very limited picture, a truth which feeds a discursive assault on our standing in the world without 
a full understanding of the more prominent educational gaps in America’s public education 
system. Indeed, it is obfuscating a more complete narrative.    
As we dig deeper into the data we can run comparative reports which provide new 
narratives. For instance, in Table 5 and Table 6 we find a paradigm emerge, one which has been 
generally absent from the discourse on Finland’s education performance, when comparing the 
results of its first and second generation immigrant students with the United States.    
Table 5  
Finland PISA Mathematics Age 15 Immigration Status 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Index immigration status 
[IMMIG], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Year Juris. 
Native Second generation First generation 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average Standard deviation 
2015 Fin. 514 80 466 87 438 101 
2012 Fin. 523 83 453 82 425 91 
2009 Fin. 542 82 ‡ ‡ 479 108 
2006 Fin. 550 79 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
2003 Fin. 546 82 ‡ ‡ 474 96 
 
† Not applicable. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
 
 In 2012, we find a full standard deviation between native Finns and first generation 
immigrants on the mathematics assessment.  Despite some gains amongst second generation 
immigrants there is still a significant gap as compared to native Finns.  Not only are the gaps 
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much more narrow in the United States (Table 6) but both first and second generation 
immigrants outperformed those in Finland in 2012.  
Table 6  
United States PISA Mathematics Age 15 Immigration Status 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Index immigration status 
[IMMIG], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Yr. Juris. 
Native Second generation First generation 
Avg.    S.E. S.D. S.E. Avg. S.E. S.E. S.E. Avg. S.E. S.D. S.E. 
2015 United States 478 (3.2) 87 (1.7) 459 (6.0) 85 (3.2) 437 (6.7) 90 (3.9) 
2012 United States 486 (3.6) 88 (1.4) 478 (6.5) 91 (3.9) 463 (9.0) 97 (5.1) 
2009 United States 494 (3.8) 90 (1.8) 464 (5.4) 86 (2.9) 477 (8.2) 90 (3.7) 
2006 United States 481 (4.1) 89 (1.9) 458 (5.8) 84 (3.2) 444 (7.4) 90 (3.9) 
2003 United States 490 (2.8) 93 (1.3) 468 (7.6) 95 (4.0) 453 (7.5) 101 (4.4) 
 
 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
 
 As we turn from PISA math to reading scores our findings are quite similar. A 
disaggregation based on free lunch eligibility again highlights the gap between schools with less 
than 10% free lunch eligibility and those with more than 75%, which in some years widens to 
more than a full standard deviation.  This is consistent within every year of reportable data and 
demonstrates a more significant gap in reading than in math, between high and low poverty 
schools.    
 In 2003, 2009, and 2012 (Table 7) we find more than 100 point differences between 
students in low poverty (less than 10%) schools and high poverty (75% or more).  What is 
especially significant is that when you reduce the range to 50% to 74.9% the gap is still nearly a 
standard deviation wide.  While there are increased gains at every interval the 50% poverty 
threshold weighs heavily on outcomes.   
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Table 7  
 
PISA Reading Age 15 Eligible Free Lunch 
Averages and standard deviations for reading, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) (U.S. only) [SD010501], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
Year 
less than 10 
percent 10 to 24.9 percent 25 to 49.9 percent 50 to 74.9 percent 75 percent or more 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2012 554 78 521 87 519 89 478 86 453 88 
2009 551 86 527 90 502 90 471 91 446 91 
2006 — — — — — — — — — — 
2003 531¹ 92¹ 524¹ 92¹ 491¹ 94¹ 458¹ 103¹ 415¹ 92¹ 
2000 — — — — — — — — — — 
 
— Not available. 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012 Reading Assessments.  
 
 
The gaps in reading based on race is relatively consistent as with those found in math  
 
(Table 3) and a reminder of the vicious cycle which occurs when schools are segregated by both  
 
race and class (see Appendices E-H for updated data).  
 
 
Table 8  
 
PISA Reading Age 15 Race / Ethnicity 
Averages and standard deviations for reading, age 15 years by Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 2009, 
2006, 2003, and 2000 
Year Jurisdiction 
White Black Hispanic Asian 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2012 United States 519 85 443 93 478 84 550 91 
2009 United States 525 91 441 91 466 88 541 92 
2006 United States — — — — — — — — 
2003 United States 525 89 430 89 453 105 513 97 
2000 United States 538 92 445 93 449 105 546 97 
 
— Not available. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012 Reading Assessments.  
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An International Comparison of PISA Data   
 
 We now turn our attention to the PISA results through an international comparison of  
math and reading data, reexamining the dominant narrative by offering new vantage points.  This 
includes a disaggregation of data for Germany, France, and the United Kingdom, our three 
largest European economic competitors, with data available from 2003, 2006, and 2009.  Since 
the United States is the only nation which applies a fixed poverty index (based on free lunch 
eligibility) a variable was selected which most closely resembles economic disparity, separating 
high and low skilled blue- and white-collar work.  In addition, we look at how immigration 
populations perform in these nations as compared to the United States.  
Table 9  
 
PISA Mathematics Age 15 International Results 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by All students [TOTAL], year and 
jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
Year Jurisdiction 
All students 
Average Standard Error Standard deviation Standard Error 
2015 France 493 (2.1) 95 (1.5) 
  Germany 506 (2.9) 89 (1.4) 
  United Kingdom 492 (2.5) 93 (1.4) 
  United States 470 (3.2) 88 (1.5) 
2012 France 495 (2.5) 97 (1.7) 
  Germany 514 (2.9) 96 (1.6) 
  United Kingdom 494 (3.3) 95 (1.7) 
  United States 481 (3.6) 90 (1.3) 
2009 France 497 (3.1) 101 (2.1) 
  Germany 513 (2.9) 98 (1.7) 
  United Kingdom 492 (2.4) 87 (1.2) 
  United States 487 (3.6) 91 (1.6) 
2006 France 496 (3.2) 96 (2.0) 
  Germany 504 (3.9) 99 (2.6) 
  United Kingdom 495 (2.1) 89 (1.3) 
  United States 474 (4.0) 90 (1.9) 
2003 France 511 (2.5) 92 (1.8) 
  Germany 503 (3.3) 103 (1.8) 
  United Kingdom ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 
  United States 483 (2.9) 95 (1.3) 
       
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
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From 2003 until 2015 the United States lagged behind its European competitors in 
mathematics.  In not a single year did the U.S. outperform France, Germany, or the United 
Kingdom.  Nevertheless, when we disaggregate the data we find nuances which have us 
reconsider the dominant narrative of the U.S. falling behind the rest of the world with our public 
education system to blame.  In 2009 (Table 10) for instance, the United States outperformed both 
France and the United Kingdom amongst students of blue-collar/low-skilled parents. While the 
U.S. does show a gap of nearly half a standard deviation behind top performer Germany in 2009, 
when we compare it to the previous U.S. data disaggregated by race and class we see that white 
American students had an identical score to Germany’s PISA Mathematics 2009 result of 548. 
Table 10  
PISA Mathematics Age 15 International Results by Mother White Collar/Blue Collar 
Classification 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Mother White 
collar/Blue collar classification [MSECATEG], year and jurisdiction: 2009, 2006, and 2003 
 
Year Jurisdiction 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar low 
skilled 
Blue collar 
high skilled 
Blue collar low 
skilled 
AVG. S.D. AVG. S.D. AVG. S.D. AVG. S.D. 
2009 France 544¹ 86¹ 496¹ 94¹ 487¹ 101¹ 455¹ 93¹ 
  Germany 548¹ 91¹ 516¹ 93¹ 492¹ 90¹ 469¹ 94¹ 
  United Kingdom 521¹ 83¹ 487¹ 82¹ 484¹ 96¹ 465¹ 74¹ 
  United States 510¹ 88¹ 470¹ 87¹ 484¹ 89¹ 466¹ 82¹ 
2006 France 544¹ 84¹ 489¹ 87¹ 475¹ 87¹ 455¹ 86¹ 
  Germany 548¹ 89¹ 508¹ 92¹ 483¹ 88¹ 462¹ 92¹ 
  United Kingdom 522¹ 88¹ 491¹ 82¹ 485¹ 76¹ 454¹ 80¹ 
  United States 498¹ 88¹ 465¹ 85¹ 472¹ 74¹ 444¹ 84¹ 
2003 France 551 82 508 85 504 85 477 88 
  Germany 552¹ 85¹ 510¹ 92¹ 491¹ 96¹ 472¹ 95¹ 
  United Kingdom ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  United States 504 93 478 88 463 91 452 86 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, and 2009 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
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 When we disaggregate the same data by the economic classification of the working father 
(Table 11) as opposed to the working mother (Table 10), we find significant changes in the 
improvement of students from white-collar/high skilled parents with the United States surpassing 
the United Kingdom in 2009. Once again, these numbers are still lower than the disaggregated 
scores in the United States based on race and class. Thus, not only are white students in low 
poverty schools out performing those in white-collar/high skilled families, but in schools with 
poverty as high as 24.9% white students (Table 4) continue to produce top PISA scores.  
 Returning to Table 2 we are reminded of the significant gaps between the U.S. and other 
European competitors regarding economic disparity. With a 50% poverty threshold based on 
median income the U.S. has nearly double the poverty of the United Kingdom, and close to 
300% the poverty of Germany and France.  These elements must be considered in crafting a 
more complete narrative to best understand the state of public education in America. 
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Table 11 
PISA Mathematics Age 15 International Results by Father White Collar/Blue Collar 
Classification 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Father White collar/Blue collar 
classification [FSECATEG], year and jurisdiction: 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Year Jurisdiction 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar low 
skilled 
Blue collar high 
skilled Blue collar low skilled 
Avg. S.D. Avg. S.D. Avg. S.D. Avg. S.D. 
2009  France 543 89 501 94   484 90 475¹ 95¹ 
  Germany 558¹ 89¹ 508¹ 98¹ 497¹ 92¹ 479¹ 91¹ 
  United Kingdom 526¹ 80¹ 498¹ 81¹ 478¹ 78¹ 471¹ 81¹ 
  United States 527¹ 85¹ 472¹ 86¹ 470¹ 80¹ 469¹ 85¹ 
2006 France 541 86 496 91 477 88 460 85 
  Germany     550  89 498 103 493 90 476¹ 88 
  United Kingdom 528¹ 86¹ 497¹ 85¹ 481¹ 82¹ 468¹ 81¹ 
  United States 513¹ 84¹ 463¹ 84¹ 464¹ 80¹ 453¹ 85¹ 
2003 France 545 84 512 89 493 85 484 86 
  Germany 554 88 509 89 499 92 476 91 
  United Kingdom ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  United States 518 90¹ 477¹ 91¹ 474¹ 86¹ 457 87 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, and 2009 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments. 
 
If we reexamine the data (Table 10) while considering economic disparity and looking 
more closely at the standard deviations between white-collar high skilled and blue-collar low 
skilled based on a student’s mother’s employment, we find a new narrative, with Germany and 
France at approximately a full standard deviation between these two categories in all years.  In 
the United States we find slightly more than a half standard deviation with the same 
disaggregation. 
In 2015, the United States closed gaps in reading (Table 12) with France (-2 points), after 
losing ground in 2012, and remained slightly behind the United Kingdom (-1 point), falling 
within the standard error of +2 points.  This is not to suggest that significant gains were made as 
compared to the top PISA performers, however, if we are to deconstruct the economic-education 
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paradigm then we must reconsider the relevancy of the discourse which compares the U.S. and 
others to nations which offer very little international economic competition. 
Table 12  
 
PISA Reading Age 15 International Results 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by All students [TOTAL], year and jurisdiction: 
2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
Year Jurisdiction 
All students 
Average Standard Error Standard deviation Standard Error 
2015 France 499 (2.5) 112 (2.0) 
  Germany 509 (3.0) 100 (1.6) 
  United Kingdom 498 (2.8) 97 (1.1) 
  United States 497 (3.4) 100 (1.6) 
2012 France 505 (2.8) 109 (2.3) 
  Germany 508 (2.8) 91 (1.7) 
  United Kingdom 499 (3.5) 97 (2.3) 
  United States 498 (3.7) 92 (1.6) 
2009 France 496 (3.4) 106 (2.8) 
  Germany 497 (2.7) 95 (1.8) 
  United Kingdom 494 (2.3) 95 (1.2) 
  United States 500 (3.7) 97 (1.6) 
2006 France 488 (4.1) 104 (2.8) 
  Germany 495 (4.4) 112 (2.7) 
  United Kingdom 495 (2.3) 102 (1.7) 
  United States — (†) — (†) 
2003 France 496 (2.7) 97 (2.2) 
  Germany 491 (3.4) 109 (2.3) 
  United Kingdom ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 
  United States 495 (3.2) 101 (1.4) 
2000 France 505 (2.7) 92 (1.7) 
  Germany 484 (2.5) 111 (1.9) 
  United Kingdom ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 
  United States 504 (7.0) 105 (2.7) 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
 
In the data available (Table 13) on reading we find the United States outperforming all 
nations amongst students of low skilled blue-collar mothers. In comparing the scores of students 
of highly skilled blue collar workers we continue to find the U.S. outperforming nations in nearly 
all years.  Similar to the performance in mathematics, the United States has generally lower 
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disparity between the standard deviations between the students of white-collar high skilled 
mothers and blue-collar low skilled mothers. 
Table 13  
PISA Reading Age 15 International Results by Mother White Collar/Blue Collar Classification 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Mother White collar/Blue collar 
classification [MSECATEG], year and jurisdiction: 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Year Jurisdiction 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar low 
skilled Blue collar high skilled 
Blue collar low 
skilled 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standar
d 
deviatio
n 
2009 France 543            90 497            98 479  106     464   95 
  Germany      533            86      502           89    483            84    463 93 
  United Kingdom      526            90      491           88     487            101    463 83 
  United States      524            93      484            91     495            104    477 86 
2006 France 536     86  484         97  463   100    457   97 
  Germany     539            94       505            100     483           109      460 116 
  United Kingdom      523            99      494              94     491            79     462 93 
  United States — — — — — — — — 
2003 France 537 83 496   89      485  89  461   99 
  Germany 542 88 505 95 478  101 456 100 
  United Kingdom ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡     ‡ 
  United States 517 95 495 94 471  91 463    93 
           
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, and 2009 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
 
Similar to the data available in Table 13 we find the United States outperforming all 
nations amongst students of low skilled blue-collar fathers (Table 14), with the U.S. 
outperforming nations in nearly all years.   
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Table 14  
PISA Reading Age 15 International Results by Father White Collar/Blue Collar Classification 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Father White collar/Blue collar classification 
[FSECATEG], year and jurisdiction: 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Year Jurisdiction 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar low 
skilled Blue collar high skilled 
Blue collar low 
skilled 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average S.D. 
2009 France   542     93 500         99    483              97 475  98 
  Germany  539    82     497        95   482             89      470 88 
  United Kingdom   530     87      500         87   476             86      477 91 
  United States   541     90      487         91   481               86      480 
 
90 
2006 France     533       88 487 99     469               99 451  102 
  Germany     543       93  495   111     486        105    470  110 
  United Kingdom    533      94     498          95    476             96       467 
 
95 
  United States — — — — — — — — 
2003 France      531         85    497 91      478 95 469   94 
  Germany      542         90 504 95      489 97 469   102 
  United Kingdom ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  United States 530   95 493 94    487 92 475   96 
           
 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, and 2009 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
 
Finally, as we noted in the comparison of first and second generation PISA scores by 
immigration status between the United States and Finland we find the U.S. making stronger 
gains in some areas as compared to its three strongest OECD economic competitors.  These gains 
are not generally significant in mathematics (Table 15), however, second generation students in 
the United States outperformed both Germany and France in 2012, and scored only two points 
behind the United Kingdom. 
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Table 15  
PISA Mathematics Age 15 International Results by Index Immigration Status 
 
 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.  
 
 
In reading the United States outperformed Germany and France with both first and 
second generation students (where data is available), and in multiple test years also surpassed the 
United Kingdom.  While the first generation data provides a less stable measurement given the 
unknown variability of entrance to a nation and the languages spoken in the native country, 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Index immigration status [IMMIG],  
year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Year Jurisdiction 
Native Second generation First generation 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average Standard deviation Average Standard deviation 
2015 France 502 92 460 93 423 97 
  Germany 519 87 471 89 446 90 
  United Kingdom 497 91 494 94 478 101 
  United States 478 87 459 85 437 90 
2012 France 507 93 448 92 424 102 
  Germany 528¹ 95¹ 476¹  
        United Kingdom 498 92 480 101 490 106 
  United States 486 88 478 91 463 97 
2009 France 507 98 443 94 430 107 
  Germany 527 96 469 96 464 92 
  United Kingdom 497 85 486 84 460 87 
  United States 494 90 464 86 477 90 
2006 France 504 92 458 99 442 103 
  Germany 519 94 441 96 454 96 
  United Kingdom 499 87 474 91 474 102 
  United States 481 89 458 84 444 90 
2003 France 520 88 472 88 448 105 
  Germany 525 91 432 97 454 98 
  United Kingdom ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  United States 490 93 468 95 453 101 
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second generation students offer a more equitable measurements, and it is in this category where 
the United States generally outperforms its competitors.  
Table 16  
PISA Reading Age 15 International Results by Index Immigration Status 
Averages and standard deviations for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Index immigration status [IMMIG],  
year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, and 2003 
Year Jurisdiction 
Native Second generation First generation 
Avg. 
Standard 
deviation Avg. Standard deviation Avg. Standard deviation 
2015 France 510 108 469 113 423 113 
  Germany 526 96 478 103 431 111 
  United Kingdom 504 96 502 87 473 103 
  United States 505 98 491 97 460 106 
2012 France 518 104 464 104 425 117 
  Germany 522¹ 88¹ 481¹ 88¹ 445¹ 102¹ 
  United Kingdom 504 94 494 100 491 106 
  United States 502 90 502 87 480 100 
2009 France 505 102 449 105 428 114 
  Germany 511 91 457 94 450 91 
  United Kingdom 499 93 492 94 458 97 
  United States 506 95 483 92 485 101 
2006 France 495 101 459 104 449 111 
  Germany 510 104 427 118 440 129 
  United Kingdom 499 100 492 98 455 117 
  United States — — — — — — 
2003 France 505 93 458 94 426 113 
  Germany 517 93 420 103 431 108 
  United Kingdom ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 
  United States 503 97 481 101 453 111 
 
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science Assessments.   
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Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)  
 
Like the PISA, TIMSS is an international exam which tests students in both math and 
science, but not reading, and assesses younger students in 4th and 8th grade. TIMSS was first 
offered in 1995 and has a similar scale (0-1000), mean (500), and standard deviation (100). 
On the four Math TIMSS exams (1995, 2002, 2007, 2011) distributed to 4th graders, the United 
States has never reached the top ten, though American students typically perform better on the 
TIMSS than the PISA as the math section is more closely aligned to the U.S. curricula.  
 While some of the data sets are limited due to a lack of reporting there is enough here to 
triangulate the results with the PISA.  Similar to the PISA, the disaggregated data presents a very 
different narrative than what is articulated through the dominant paradigm.  If schools with less 
than 10% poverty (Table 17) were isolated and only those students ranked against the 
international community our standing amongst nations in the world would have been as follows: 
581 in 2011 (5th), 575 in 2007 (3rd), and 561 in 2003 (4th).  What is of greater note here is that 
our schools with 10-24.9% would still perform fairly well: 571 in 2011 (6th), 552 in 2007 (4th), 
and 546 in 2003 (5th).  
Table 17 TIMSS Mathematics Grade 4 Free Lunch 
 
Averages and standard deviations for mathematics, grade 4 by Percent of free lunch-categorized (U.S. only) [PCTFRLC], year and 
jurisdiction: 2011, 2007, 2003, and 1995 
Year 
less than 10% 10% - 24.9% 25% - 49.9% 50% - 74.9% greater than 75% 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2011 581 72 571 68 557 67 525 74 505 73 
2007 575 65 552 67 537 69 509 71 480 71 
2003 561¹ 63¹ 546¹ 69¹ 533¹ 71¹ 499¹ 70¹ 470¹ 70¹ 
1995 — — — — — — — — — — 
 
— Not available. 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS), 1995, 2003, 2007 and 2011 Mathematics Assessments.  
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Students, however, in the highest poverty schools, once again lag behind their more 
affluent counterparts by a full standard deviation.  If one believes these test results are as 
valuable as the former Secretary of Education and others, then why not (1) celebrate the obvious 
successes and (2) reframe the misguided policies which have emerged from what has become the 
more ubiquitous narrative of the economic-education crisis. Thus, we return to the complexities 
of discourse, as the dominant public education paradigm does not allow for an alternative reality 
or truth. The regime of truth has constructed a reality of school failure, economic distress, and 
“mediocrity” with public education to blame. This has been reinforced by mass circulation of the 
myth, a repetitive call to reform the “failing” public education system, and a mostly passive 
acceptance by the general public.   
When we disaggregate the data by race (Table 18) white and Asian students perform well 
and both groups would find themselves with top international scores, while Black students are a 
standard deviation behind white students and more than a full standard deviation behind Asian 
students.  
Table 18  
 
TIMSS Mathematics Grade 4 Race/Ethnicity 
Averages and standard deviations for mathematics, grade 4 by Student race/ethnicity (collapsed) (U.S. only) (2007, 2011) 
[COLRACE], year and jurisdiction: 2011, 2007, 2003, and 1995 
Year Jurisdiction 
White, not Hispanic Black, not Hispanic Hispanic Asian 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation  
2011 United States 559 69 489 70 520 72 583 73     
2007 United States 550 68 482 70 504 70 582 74     
2003 United States — — — — — — — —     
1995 United States — — — — — — — —     
 
— Not available. 
NOTE: Black includes African American. Other includes American Indian/Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander.  
SOURCE: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS), 1995, 2003, 2007 and 2011 Mathematics Assessments.  
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The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)  
 
 The PIRLS 4th grade Reading assessment is the successor to the International Association 
for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEA) studies from the 1970s. It is an international 
assessment with a 1000 point range, 500 mean, and 100 point standard deviation. Over 40 
nations now take the exam.  Of those 40 nations, the United States, with a disaggregated sample 
of schools with less than 10% free lunch eligibility (Table 19), would be number one in the 
world. With school populations of 10% to 24.9% free lunch eligibility (Table 8), the United 
States of America would be number one in the world. This, of course, is not a headline, nor am I 
arguing it should be.  I am also not suggesting that results on the PIRLS, with regards to 
international comparisons, have any real significance, however, within the current dominant 
discourse it is of great importance to examine the paradigm’s data sets and interrogate how they 
are used. 
Table 19  
 
PIRLS Reading Scores Grade 4 Free / Reduced Lunch Eligibility  
Averages and standard deviations for reading, grade 4 by Percent of students eligible for free and reduced lunch [FRLNCH06], year and 
jurisdiction: 2011, 2006, and 2001 
Year 
Less than 10% 10% to 24.9% 25% to 49.9% 50% to 74.9% 75% and more 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2011 598 62 585 66 568 69 543 68 520 73 
2006 573¹ 68¹ 560¹ 70¹ 545¹ 70¹ 530¹ 74¹ 497¹ 70¹ 
2001 — — — — — — — — — — 
 
— Not available. 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
SOURCE: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS), 2001, 2006 and 2011.  
 
If we disaggregate the data based on race we find subgroup gaps consistent with earlier 
findings, however, on the PIRLS 4th grade reading exam, race appears to be a more significant 
factor in identifying the disparity of performance levels. 
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Table 20  
 
PIRLS Reading Scores Grade 4 Race 
Averages and standard deviations for reading, grade 4 by Student race/ethnicity [USA only] [RACE], year and 
jurisdiction: 2011, 2006, and 2001 
Year 
Hispanic White, not Hispanic Black, not Hispanic Asian, not Hispanic 
American 
Indian/Alaska native, 
not Hispanic 
Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation Average 
Standard 
deviation 
2011 — — — — — — — — — — 
2006 518 71 560 68 503 69 567 61 468 82 
2001 517 80 565 74 502 77 551 81 485 88 
 
— Not available. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
SOURCE: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), 2001, 2006 and 2011.  
 
 In 2006 (Table 20) White students scored 560, identical to the 10-24.9% free lunch 
eligibility school, while Asian students scored 567, just 6 points fewer than schools with 10% or 
less free lunch eligibility. On the contrary Black (503) and Hispanic (518) students were between 
schools with 50-74.9% free lunch eligibility and 75% or more free lunch eligibility.  Native 
American students scored significantly lower (468) in 2006, more than a full standard deviation 
below low poverty schools as well as White and Asian students.  
 As we turn to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data let us keep 
in mind that the intersection of race and class, as presented by the very data sets used to shape 
the dominant discourse, exposes a nationally historic issue which has never been fully addressed 
by this nation, and despite at least six decades of legislation, segregation continues to plague our 
system with schools separated by both race and class.  
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
 NAEP has been offered as a national assessment since 1969 and is often referred to as the 
Nation’s Report Card.  Unlike the three international exams, PISA PIRLS, and TIMMS, NAEP 
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examinations use item response theory and are not scaled to a mean (which for the preceding 
three is 500), allowing for long term trends data. Sample sizes for the NAEP are typically over 
200,000 and the exam tests 4th, 8th, and 12th graders. 
 While the international exams allow for a discursive comparison of our standing in the 
world to other nations, the long term NAEP scores provide a general trend of student 
performance at three different grade levels.  Again, the meaning made and the value assigned to 
such assessments have been framed by the discursive machine, but as the scoring is not scaled to 
a mean we can gain insight into how students are performing over an extended period of time, 
and track the discourse produced as a response to the data.    
 If we examine NAEP’s age 9 math scores (Table 21) we find an increase in performance 
over the past thirty years. Surely the A Nation at Risk authors ignored this data as the 1978 and 
1982 (the year before the report’s publication) scores articulated completely flat numbers, which 
would counter any serious arguments for a nation in crisis.   
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Table 21  
 
NAEP Long Term Math Age 9  
Average scale scores for long-term trend mathematics, age 9 by all students [TOTAL], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1986, 1982, and 1978  
Year Jurisdiction 
All students   
Average Scale Score   
2012 National 244   
2008 National 243   
2004 National 239   
2004¹ National 241   
1999¹ National 232   
1996¹ National 231   
1994¹ National 231   
1992¹ National 230   
1990¹ National 230   
1986¹ National 222   
1982¹ National 219   
1978¹ National 219   
 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend Mathematics 
Assessments.  
 
 As with the international exams we find significant gaps with data disaggregated by class 
(Table 22) and race (Table 23).  These findings are similar to those found in the disaggregated 
PISA, PIRLS, and TIMSS data.  
Table 22  
 
NAEP Long Team Math Scores Age 9 – Free lunch Eligible  
Average scale scores for long-term trend mathematics, age 9 by National School Lunch Program eligibility, 3 
categories [SLUNCH3], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1986, 1982, 
and 1978 
 
Year Jurisdiction 
Eligible Not eligible   
Average Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Error 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Error 
2012 National 232 (1.1) 257 (0.9) 
2008 National 229 (1.1) 253 (0.8) 
2004 National 225 (1.0) 249 (1.0) 
2004¹ National 229 (1.4) 250 (1.0) 
1999¹ National — (†) — (†)   
  
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend Mathematics 
Assessments.  
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 The gaps (Table 23) between White/Asian and Black/Hispanic students are wider than 
those between eligible and non-eligible free lunch students.  Both Hispanic and Native American 
students outperformed Black students, though all three are significantly behind White and Asian 
students. These categories, as previously noted, consistently overlap with subgroups attending 
majority poverty schools.  
Table 23  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Math Scores Age 9 – Race 
Average scale scores for long-term trend mathematics, age 9 by race/ethnicity 6 categories [RACE], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 
2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1986, 1982, and 1978  
Year 
White (not 
Hispanic) 
Black (not 
Hispanic) Hispanic 
Asian American 
or Pacific 
Islander 
American Indian 
or Alaska Native 
Avg. 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Error 
Avg. 
Scale 
Score 
SE 
 
Avg. 
Scale 
Score SE 
Avg. 
Scale 
Score SE 
Avg. 
Scale 
Score SE 
2012 252 (1.1) 226 (1.8) 234 (0.9) 265 (2.3) ‡ (†) 
2008 250 (0.8) 224 (1.9) 234 (1.2) 265 (2.7) 237 (9.9) 
2004 245 (0.8) 221 (2.1) 229 (2.0) 263 (3.3) 224 (4.9) 
2004¹ 247 (0.9) 224 (2.1) 230 (2.0) 262 (3.3) ‡ (†) 
1999¹ 239 (0.9) 211 (1.6) 213 (1.9) 245 (2.8) ‡ (†) 
1996¹ 237 (1.0) 212 (1.4) 215 (1.7) 235 (4.9) ‡ (†) 
1994¹ 237 (1.0) 212 (1.6) 210 (2.3) 234 (5.2) ‡ (†) 
1992¹ 235 (0.8) 208 (2.0) 212 (2.3) 243 (3.7) ‡ (†) 
1990¹ 235 (0.8) 208 (2.2) 214 (2.1) 236 (3.3) ‡ (†) 
1986¹ 227 (1.1) 202 (1.6) 205 (2.1) 235 (3.9) 205 (9.0) 
1982¹ 224 (1.1) 195 (1.6) 204 (1.3) 242 (3.2) ‡ (†) 
1978¹ 224 (0.9) 192 (1.1) 203 (2.2) 229 (3.6) ‡ (†) 
 
† Not applicable. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
¹ Original assessment format. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend Mathematics 
Assessments.  
 
 Moving from age 9 to age 13 the scores begin to flatten.  From 1984 to 2004 the scores 
remained identical at 257.  Regardless of the data the discourse of crisis from 1983 continued 
unimpeded, and not only did the storm never arrive, but in some places students have made small 
progress.  What were the authors of A Nation at Risk, the establishment, writers and thinkers 
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from both left and right observing in 1983 that had them so worried?  If they were looking 
carefully at the NAEP Reading scores for 13 year olds they would have found the following: 
1971 (255), 1975 (256), 1980 (258).  Not only were students not in crisis they actually made 
slight gains.   
 
Table 24  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Reading Scores Age 13  
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 13 by all students [TOTAL], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 
2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year Jurisdiction 
All students 
Average Scale Score Standard Deviation 
2012 National 263 37 
2008 National 260 38 
2004 National 257 39 
2004¹ National 259 37 
1999¹ National 259 38 
1996¹ National 258 39 
1994¹ National 258 40 
1992¹ National 260 39 
1990¹ National 257 36 
1988¹ National 257 35 
1984¹ National 257 36 
1980¹ National 258 35 
1975¹ National 256 36 
1971¹ National 255 36 
 
¹ Original assessment format. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments.  
 
 
 
 A two point gain may appear rather insignificant but Black and Hispanic students on the 
two exams prior to A Nation at Risk achieved a six and five point (Table 25) gain respectively.  
Both groups also improved by an additional 3 points the year after the report was published.  
This was not a nation in crisis.  It was, however, a nation with a new administration at war with 
unions and eventually Black and Hispanic communities as well as the poor.  
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Table 25  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Reading Scores Age 13 – Race  
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 13 by race/ethnicity, 4 categories [ORACE4], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year Jurisdiction 
White Black Hispanic 
Average 
Scale Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
2012 National 270 35 247 36 249 35 
2008 National 268 35 247 35 242 37 
2004 National 265 37 239 37 241 38 
2004¹ National 266 35 244 35 242 35 
1999¹ National 267 37 238 38 244 35 
1996¹ National 266 37 234 36 238 38 
1994¹ National 265 37 234 38 235 38 
1992¹ National 266 37 238 40 239 40 
1990¹ National 262 35 241 35 238 36 
1988¹ National 261 34 243 32 240 35 
1984¹ National 263 34 236 34 240 35 
1980¹ National 264 33 233 33 237 33 
1975¹ National 262 33 226 35 232 35 
1971¹ National — — — — — — 
 
— Not available. 
¹ Original assessment format. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments.  
 
Despite these gains the gap between white and Black/Hispanic students were consistent 
with nearly a 2/3 standard deviation gap across the last three decades (in 1975 the gap was more 
than a full standard deviation). 
 As noted when analyzing the international test scores gaps in learning based on race and 
class can feed vicious cycles which sustain these deficits. As noted in Table 26 students with 
college educated parents score 2/3 of a standard deviation higher than those who did not finish 
high school. Significant gains are made when a parent has at least some education after high 
school.   
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Table 26  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Reading Scores Age 13 – Parental Education 
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 13 by parental education level [PARED5], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year Jurisdiction 
Did not finish high 
school 
Graduated high 
school 
Some education after 
high school Graduated college 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
2012 National 248 33 248 35 264 33 273 35 
2008 National 239 35 251 34 265 34 270 36 
2004 National 238 37 249 34 261 36 266 38 
2004¹ National 240 35 251 34 264 34 270 35 
1999¹ National 238 36 251 37 269 36 270 36 
1996¹ National 239 37 251 35 268 35 269 38 
1994¹ National 237 36 251 37 266 35 269 37 
1992¹ National 239 34 252 37 265 36 271 38 
1990¹ National 241 34 251 33 267 33 267 35 
1988¹ National 246 32 253 32 265 35 265 34 
1984¹ National 240 34 253 33 266 34 268 34 
1980¹ National 239 32 253 32 268 32 273 32 
1975¹ National — — — — — — — — 
1971¹ National — — — — — — — — 
 
— Not available. 
¹ Original assessment format. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments.  
 
 
NAEP also provides performance measurements for each subgroup based on the 
percentage of a school’s race.  This is particularly important to examine as Black and Hispanic 
students (Table 27) typically attend schools where students of color account for the majority of 
the population. 
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Table 27  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Reading Scores Age 13  
Percentage of Black Students 
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 13 by percent of Black students [PCTBLKC], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year 
0 1-5% 6-25% 26-50% 51% or more 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
2012 270 37 266 37 264 36 253 36 246 36 
2008 262 37 265 36 259 39 248 38 244 35 
 
 
Percentage of Hispanic Students 
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 13 by percent of Hispanic students [PCTHSPC], year and 
jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year 
0 1-5% 6-25% 26-50% 51% or more 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
Average 
Scale 
Score 
Standard 
Deviation 
2012 261 36 269 37 266 36 259 36 247 36 
2008 261 37 266 36 262 37 255 38 241 38 
— Not available. 
¹ Original assessment format..  
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments.  
 
 
Again we find the 2/3 standard deviation gap, particularly with students attending schools 
with populations where 51% or more of the students are Black or Hispanic as compared to 
students attending schools with less than 5% Black and Hispanic populations.  What is 
particularly significant to note is the drop off which occurs when students of color move towards 
a majority minority population. Nevertheless, Black and Hispanic students (as evidenced by the 
international data) make significant strides when enrolled in more diverse school communities 
which include white and Asian students. Thus, we must at least introduce the following question, 
if all schools were fully integrated how would the NAEP results change?  Would the same 
changes be realized for PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS assessments? 
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Table 28  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Reading Score Age 13 – National School Lunch Eligibility 
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 13 by National School Lunch Program eligibility, 3 
categories [SLUNCH3], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year Jurisdiction 
Eligible Not eligible 
Average Scale 
Score Standard Deviation 
Average Scale 
Score Standard Deviation 
2012 National 247 35 274 34 
2008 National 244 37 268 35 
2004 National 241 38 264 37 
2004¹ National 245 35 266 36 
1999¹ National — — — — 
 
— Not available. 
¹ Original assessment format..  
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments.  
 
As we consider this proposition by again examining the effects of poverty (Table 28) it 
becomes apparent that there is an oscillating gap of 2/3 (race) to 1 full (class) standard deviation 
between students eligible and not eligible for free lunch.  While we don’t know the economic 
status of Black and Hispanic students in integrated schools, as these students may in fact have 
higher economic status, it is now clear that we have a perfect storm where Black and Hispanic 
students attend majority Black and Hispanic schools where the majority of students also live in 
poverty.  This is the gap.  A gap which articulates a more genuine narrative of crisis. This is in 
fact where we, as a nation, are at risk. 
To conclude let us turn to the performance of our 17 year olds.  A lot has been written 
about our high school students over the last three decades, especially with regards to their 
postsecondary transition to colleges and careers.  Despite all of the anxiety and fear we find a 
relatively flat world (Table 29). In 1971, just over a decade prior to A Nation at Risk, the 17 year 
old mean reading score was 285.  In 1980, the most recent data set for the A Nation at Risk 
authors the 17 year old mean reading score was 285.  Twenty-four years later and two years after 
the implementation of NCLB the 17 year old mean reading score was 285. 
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Table 29  
 
NAEP Long Term Trends in Reading Score Age 17   
Average scale scores and standard deviations for long-term trend reading, age 17 by all students [TOTAL], year and jurisdiction: 2012, 
2008, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1994, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1984, 1980, 1975, and 1971 
Year Jurisdiction 
All students 
Average Scale Score Standard Deviation 
2012 National 287 42 
2008 National 286 45 
2004 National 283 45 
2004¹ National 285 43 
1999¹ National 288 42 
1996¹ National 288 42 
1994¹ National 288 44 
1992¹ National 290 43 
1990¹ National 290 41 
1988¹ National 290 37 
1984¹ National 289 40 
1980¹ National 285 42 
1975¹ National 286 44 
1971¹ National 285 46 
 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments.  
 
Homo sapiens have arguably not been getting smarter and our brain size has been stable 
for tens of thousands of years. They are also not getting dumber.  This is true for our 9, 13, and 
17 year olds.  It is true for our 15 year olds who take the PISA and it is true for our 
“competitors.”  The American economy has changed over the last forty years and this, above any 
other factor, has led to the public education paradigm of crisis and failure. Globalization and the 
technological revolution have changed the world.  We’ve outsourced millions of blue-collar jobs 
and have made little progress since Brown v. Board of Education to integrate our schools.  Our 
nation may be at risk, but not in the way it is typically espoused inside of the dominant discourse. 
The poor and working class are at risk. People of color are at risk.  Native Americans are at risk, 
in crisis, and generally ignored.  Finally, with the growing opt out movement in response to an 
inundation of state testing and teacher accountability we can see that those in power are no 
longer able to control the discourse as the paradigm is beginning to turn again.   
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Conclusion 
 
 
It is the best of times, it is the worst of times, and public education in the current 
paradigm is both condemned and exalted, the prescription for economic disparity, and the 
scapegoat for an imagined deterioration. Within this paradigm the trope of a crumbling America 
due to a “rising tide of mediocrity” and the discourse shaping our current understanding of public 
schooling continuously replays and reproduces the A Nation at Risk warning of economic crisis 
due to an education system which is failing our nation. 
The purpose of this study was to deconstruct the dominant discourses shaping public 
education in America. What emerged from the initial analysis was the development of an 
analytic approach to act as both theory and methodology.  Critical paradigm theory (CPT), thus 
became a tool to not only deconstruct paradigms but a framework to interrogate the use of 
language within the paradigm.   
Foucault examined the clinic and later the prison. With critical paradigm theory we return 
to the internal epistemologies and systems for imprisoning and anesthetizing our own bodies, and 
interrogate these structures in their current forms within the construct of public education. The 
clinic, the prison, and the school have all undergone processes of normalization which subjected 
those whose existence was defined by their respective paradigm, of which they have both 
constructed and shaped. The standardization of public schooling and narrowing of teaching as a 
normalized practice is an example of this subjugation, reinforcing the dominant discursive 
assault on education, while limiting the potential to respond.  
Standardization, normalization, and evaluation dominate this paradigm.  Students are 
tested, slave to the epistemologies offered by the examination.  Teachers are tested, slave to 
evaluation from student results on these standardized exams.  In a teach to the test culture it is 
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not simply that subjects ignored on the assessments become ignored in the classrooms, but that 
the process of learning orients to the examination.  What role does critical thinking and analysis 
play in a system bound by a bubble sheet?   Thus, students are not only restricted with regards to 
what they know, but how they know. 
This study also looked, with great caution, at national and international data 
disaggregated by race and class.  To do so began a very careful process where we deconstructed 
the paradigm, articulated its myths, and then attempted to expose traces of a very subjective 
truth, providing an alternative to the dominant themes which typically construct reality within the 
paradigm.  Thus, we can accept that assessments measure some-things we have all agreed to 
examine and not others.  In this study, those things were the performances on various 
assessments disaggregated by race and class.   
This is not to say that student performance means more than what policy makers suggest 
it means, but if the data chosen are from the PISA or NAEP then we must interrogate those 
specific instruments as they have become the discursive weapons that contribute to the myth of a 
failing system.  In turn we discovered that the PISA as well as additional international exams 
consistently show that low poverty schools in the United States perform similarly to and in some 
cases better than the top performing nations in the world.  In addition, we found that longitudinal 
NAEP data have been relatively flat over the last five decades, with small gains for subgroups, 
however, throughout this same time period scores have been used to construct a narrative of 
education crisis. 
Though we are addressing the potential to reinterpret the data there is great caution not to 
make any direct correlations between assessment results and economic performance. The 
warnings from A Nation at Risk never came to pass and our nation’s GDP has continued to 
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outperform all of our competitors, as America remains the wealthiest nation in the world.  
Nevertheless, what we have found since the ANAR report is a growing disparity in wealth and 
resources. Globalization and the offshoring which preceded it, have nearly eviscerated stable 
blue collar jobs and in response the dominant discursive apparatuses have directed their blame at 
public education.  It is not simply that our schools need to prepare students for college and 
careers, it is that schools have been asked to ameliorate the lives of working class Americans 
whose communities were left in shambles when corporations shipped jobs overseas, while 
systematically destroying unions and limiting worker’s rights.  
 In the final analysis public education is not failing and is not in crisis.  This alternative 
discourse is itself vulnerable to the same critiques leveled on other paradigms, however, when 
the deconstruction reaches beyond the penumbra, new discourses emerge. In education the 
deconstruction provoked by CPT allows us to reclaim our discursive potential and reimagine 
public schooling. This potential is as significant as any policy recommendation, as policy in the 
current paradigm will continue to be limited by the continuous narrative of a failing system. 
Neoliberalism has remained the dominant discourse for over three decades, and has led to 
the internalization of a mythology which has overshadowed how to discuss and think about 
public education. It is only through a deconstruction of this discourse where we may provoke a 
reconstitution of public schooling in America. Economic and social policy, not education, have 
assaulted the American people, especially middle class and low socioeconomic communities. In 
the end we call for a new discourse and a paradigm shift which allows us to confront the real 
crisis in America and the many ways we actually fail our children.  
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Appendix A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Critical Paradigm Theory (CPT) is an evolution of social theory and methodology that 
articulates an approach to deconstructing paradigms.  The CPT theorist treats the paradigm as a 
set of narratives which define reality.  Both Kuhn and Foucault are referenced in CPT with 
respect to how each addressed the limitations of scientificity, the former tracing the non-linearity 
of scientific revolutions, and the latter defining the limitations of epistemological production 
within particular discursive constructions. In their respective analyses of epistemology Kuhn 
built his theory on the potential of paradigm shifts and Foucault the limitations of disparate 
epistemologies within the episteme.  In CPT we reference Foucault and Kuhn, to imply that 
knowledge is grounded and limited within the paradigm.  It is this limitation which CPT attempts 
to deconstruct.   
 
CPT has also emerged from critical theoretical models. Horkheimer and Adorno’s (see Dialectic 
of Enlightenment, 1944) critique of rationality is the foundation for deconstruction within the 
Critical Paradigm Theory (2018)
Critical Theory (1947)
Marx (1848)
Hegel (1807)
Heidegger 
(1927)
Nietzsche 
(1887)
Wittgentstein (1922)
Critical Discourse Analysis  (2003) Foucault (1965)
Kuhn (1962)
Critical Pedagogy (1970)
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CPT framework, and begins with an interrogation of epistemology and discursive irrationality. 
This irrationality has led to the construction of discursive myths, which CPT seeks to expose.  
 
Paulo Freire’s work has been especially influential in the development of CPT, specifically with 
respect to the internalization of discursive frameworks.  CPT is not a dialectical model, 
however, and breaks from the Marxist Hegelian approach which grounded the Frankfurt School, 
and other critical theorists, like Freire. 
 
Finally, it is with Heidegger and Wittgenstein where CPT attempts to extend what the former 
referred to as thrownness in the world, and the latter investigated through processes for 
constructing meaning. CPT treats the paradigm as the environment to which one is thrown, and 
then attempts to deconstruct the discursive strands, myths, and dominant narratives within the 
paradigm.  It is through this deconstruction where critical paradigm theory offers alternatives to 
that which was previously accepted as truth.  
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Appendix B 
  
  
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
Institute of Education Sciences (IES) 
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
This report was generated using the PISA International Data Explorer. 
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/idepisa http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/idepisa/ 
  
  
Averages for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) 
(U.S. only) [SD010501], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, and 2003  
Year Jurisd. 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
2015 United States 508 (8.1) 514 (6.4) 486 (4.7) 455 (4.4) 427 (5.5)   
2012 United States 526 (6.3) 511 (5.8) 506 (6.4) 463 (4.7) 432 (7.0)   
2009 United States 545 (7.5) 524 (6.1) 487 (4.5) 460 (6.6) 434 (6.2)   
2006 United States 520 (6.6) 493 (5.9) 472 (4.4) 440 (6.7) 409 (11.1)   
2003 United States 521¹ (6.0) 511¹ (5.0) 478¹ (4.2) 445¹ (10.1) 401¹ (7.4)   
  
  
  
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
NOTE: Mathematics and reading items were included as part of the PISA financial literacy assessment so 
that financial literacy can be examined in relation to student achievement in mathematics and reading. As 
these items were calibrated and standardized separately, mathematics and reading scores obtained from 
the financial literacy database may not match mathematics and reading scores obtained from the 
combined mathematics, reading, and science database derived from the core PISA assessment. The PISA 
mathematics scale: overall mathematics ranges from 0 to 1000. Some apparent differences between 
estimates may not be statistically significant.  
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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Appendix C 
  
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
Institute of Education Sciences (IES) 
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
This report was generated using the PISA International Data Explorer. 
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/idepisa http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/idepisa/ 
  
Averages for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) 
[RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000  
Year Jurisdiction 
White Black Hispanic Asian Other 
More than 
one race   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
2015 United States 499 (2.8) 419 (4.7) 446 (5.2) 498 (10.1) 423 (16.4) 475 (7.0)   
2012 United States 506 (3.7) 421 (6.2) 455 (4.8) 549 (9.0) 436 (8.7) 492 (7.4)   
2009 United States 515 (3.9) 423 (6.6) 453 (3.8) 524 (9.6) 460 (21.1) 487 (6.4)   
2006 United States 502 (3.1) 404 (8.9) 436 (4.5) 494 (8.7) 446 (9.6) 482 (7.6)   
2003 United States 512 (2.5) 417 (5.1) 443 (5.1) 506 (9.8) 446 (26.5) 502 (6.4)   
2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
— Not available. 
† Not applicable. 
NOTE: Mathematics and reading items were included as part of the PISA financial literacy assessment so 
that financial literacy can be examined in relation to student achievement in mathematics and reading. As 
these items were calibrated and standardized separately, mathematics and reading scores obtained from 
the financial literacy database may not match mathematics and reading scores obtained from the 
combined mathematics, reading, and science database derived from the core PISA assessment. The PISA 
mathematics scale: overall mathematics ranges from 0 to 1000. Some apparent differences between 
estimates may not be statistically significant.  
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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Appendix D 
  
Averages for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch 
(FRPL) (U.S. only) [SD010501], Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 
2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
 
 
Race/ethnicity 
(U.S. only) Year Jurisdiction 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
White 2015 United States 511 (7.9) 522 (8.1) 503 (3.8) 478 (5.7) 455 (9.9)   
  2012 United States 523 (6.6) 521 (5.4) 511 (6.0) 487 (4.4) 460 (10.6)   
  2009 United States 548 (7.6) 531 (4.9) 502 (5.2) 483 (8.6) 465 (7.1)   
  2006 United States 524 (7.0) 511 (5.9) 488 (5.2) 457 (7.8) 472 (12.8)   
  2003 United States 531¹ (5.3) 521¹ (4.8) 496¹ (4.0) 486¹ (10.8) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Black 2015 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 434 (8.5) 419 (7.1) 400 (7.3)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 457 (21.0) 412 (4.8) 393 (9.0)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 445 (7.6) 421 (8.6) 390 (7.9)   
  2006 United States ‡ (†) 433 (13.2) 420 (8.4) 410 (9.9) 376 (12.1)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) 453¹ (11.1) 424¹ (10.3) 411¹ (10.7) 384¹ (7.8)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Hispanic 2015 United States ‡ (†) 471 (16.0) 467 (9.7) 444 (6.0) 431 (7.2)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) 487 (8.8) 496 (8.3) 447 (7.1) 436 (8.6)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 459 (6.1) 444 (7.7) 442 (5.8)   
  2006 United States 493 (10.5) 442 (7.3) 446 (7.9) 426 (9.2) 415 (7.6)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) 489¹ (12.1) 446¹ (8.6) 428¹ (14.3) 407¹ (13.4)   
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Averages for PISA mathematics scale: overall mathematics, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch 
(FRPL) (U.S. only) [SD010501], Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 
2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
 
 
Race/ethnicity 
(U.S. only) Year Jurisdiction 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Asian 2015 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 479 (21.5) ‡ (†)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 576 (11.9) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2006 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Other 2015 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2006 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
More than one 
race 2015 
United 
States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 481 (7.1) 454 (9.3) ‡ (†)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 471 (9.7) ‡ (†)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 485 (9.6) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2006 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 492 (7.8) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
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— Not available. 
† Not applicable. 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
NOTE: Mathematics and reading items were included as part of the PISA financial literacy assessment so 
that financial literacy can be examined in relation to student achievement in mathematics and reading. As 
these items were calibrated and standardized separately, mathematics and reading scores obtained from 
the financial literacy database may not match mathematics and reading scores obtained from the 
combined mathematics, reading, and science database derived from the core PISA assessment. The PISA 
mathematics scale: overall mathematics ranges from 0 to 1000. Some apparent differences between 
estimates may not be statistically significant.  
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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Appendix E 
  
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
Institute of Education Sciences (IES) 
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
This report was generated using the PISA International Data Explorer. 
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/idepisa http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/idepisa/ 
  
  
Averages for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) (U.S. 
only) [SD010501], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000  
Year Jurisdiction 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
2015 United States 532 (8.1) 542 (6.7) 515 (5.3) 483 (5.0) 453 (7.2)   
2012 United States 554 (6.3) 521 (5.5) 519 (6.7) 478 (4.7) 453 (8.3)   
2009 United States 551 (7.6) 527 (6.5) 502 (4.1) 471 (6.5) 446 (6.9)   
2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
2003 United States 531¹ (5.8) 524¹ (5.1) 491¹ (4.6) 458¹ (11.5) 415¹ (9.0)   
2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  
  
— Not available. 
† Not applicable. 
¹ The item response rate is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for. 
NOTE: Mathematics and reading items were included as part of the PISA financial literacy assessment so 
that financial literacy can be examined in relation to student achievement in mathematics and reading. As 
these items were calibrated and standardized separately, mathematics and reading scores obtained from 
the financial literacy database may not match mathematics and reading scores obtained from the 
combined mathematics, reading, and science database derived from the core PISA assessment. The PISA 
reading scale: overall reading ranges from 0 to 1000. Some apparent differences between estimates may 
not be statistically significant.  
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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Appendix F 
  
 
Averages for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) 
[RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000 
 
 
Year Jurisdiction 
White Black Hispanic Asian Other 
More than 
one race   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
2015 United States 526 (3.3) 443 (5.4) 478 (5.7) 527 (13.3) 440 (14.8) 498 (7.1)   
2012 United States 519 (4.1) 443 (8.3) 478 (4.5) 550 (8.1) 438 (9.5) 517 (7.6)   
2009 United States 525 (3.8) 441 (7.2) 466 (4.3) 541 (9.4) 462 (28.6) 502 (6.4)   
2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
2003 United States 525 (2.6) 430 (5.6) 453 (5.9) 513 (9.2) 456 (26.8) 515 (7.3)   
2000 United States 538 (5.1) 445 (8.2) 449 (7.6) 546 (15.8) 455 (14.0) ‡ (†)   
— Not available. 
† Not applicable. 
‡ Reporting standards not met. 
NOTE: Mathematics and reading items were included as part of the PISA financial literacy assessment so 
that financial literacy can be examined in relation to student achievement in mathematics and reading. As 
these items were calibrated and standardized separately, mathematics and reading scores obtained from 
the financial literacy database may not match mathematics and reading scores obtained from the 
combined mathematics, reading, and science database derived from the core PISA assessment. The PISA 
reading scale: overall reading ranges from 0 to 1000. Some apparent differences between estimates may 
not be statistically significant.  
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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Appendix G 
  
 
Averages for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by All students [TOTAL], year and 
jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 2006, 2003, and 2000  
Year Jurisdiction 
All students   
Average Standard Error   
2015 United States 497 (3.4)   
2012 United States 498 (3.7)   
2009 United States 500 (3.7)   
2006 United States — (†)   
2003 United States 495 (3.2)   
2000 United States 504 (7.0)   
— Not available. 
† Not applicable. 
NOTE: Mathematics and reading items were included as part of the PISA financial literacy assessment so 
that financial literacy can be examined in relation to student achievement in mathematics and reading. As 
these items were calibrated and standardized separately, mathematics and reading scores obtained from 
the financial literacy database may not match mathematics and reading scores obtained from the 
combined mathematics, reading, and science database derived from the core PISA assessment. The PISA 
reading scale: overall reading ranges from 0 to 1000. Some apparent differences between estimates may 
not be statistically significant.  
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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Appendix H 
  
Averages for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) (U.S. 
only) [SD010501], Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 
2006, 2003, and 2000 
 
Race/ethnicity 
(U.S. only) Year Jurisdiction 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
White 2015 United States 536 (8.9) 550 (8.6) 530 (4.7) 502 (7.0) 482 (10.8)   
  2012 United States 550 (6.4) 529 (5.6) 524 (6.2) 499 (4.7) 472 (16.3)   
  2009 United States 554 (7.3) 534 (5.7) 515 (4.9) 492 (7.5) 485 (8.9)   
  2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  2003 United States 542¹ (5.5) 536¹ (4.7) 510¹ (4.4) 502¹ (13.2) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Black 2015 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 462 (11.2) 444 (7.2) 419 (7.9)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 485 (23.4) 428 (7.7) 411 (14.3)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 465 (9.6) 436 (10.5) 404 (6.2)   
  2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) 462¹ (12.4) 437¹ (10.1) 423¹ (10.9) 396¹ (11.3)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Hispanic 2015 United States ‡ (†) 507 (16.3) 502 (9.7) 478 (6.5) 460 (9.3)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) 504 (8.2) 510 (8.3) 467 (8.2) 465 (9.1)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 476 (6.7) 454 (9.7) 452 (6.1)   
  2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) 500¹ (13.0) 456¹ (9.7) 438¹ (17.4) 424¹ (17.2)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
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Averages for PISA reading scale: overall reading, age 15 years by Eligible free lunch (FRPL) (U.S. 
only) [SD010501], Race/ethnicity (U.S. only) [RACE03], year and jurisdiction: 2015, 2012, 2009, 
2006, 2003, and 2000 
 
Race/ethnicity 
(U.S. only) Year Jurisdiction 
less than 10 
percent 
10 to 24.9 
percent 
25 to 49.9 
percent 
50 to 74.9 
percent 
75 percent or 
more   
Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E. Avg. S.E.   
Asian 2015 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 522 (28.1) ‡ (†)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 566 (15.0) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
Other 2015 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
More than one 
race 2015 
United 
States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 509 (9.4) 480 (11.0) ‡ (†)   
  2012 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 497 (10.2) ‡ (†)   
  2009 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) 498 (10.3) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2006 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
  2003 United States ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†) ‡ (†)   
  2000 United States — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†) — (†)   
.SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015 Mathematics, Reading, and Science 
Assessments. 
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